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Chapter 1

“That better not be what I think it is. Or else we’ll have to settle this bake sale in court.”

For a panic filled moment, my hand, clutching a mini loaf of fruitcake, froze mid-air. Down the bake sale table stood Ray Lopez, an angry flash in his eyes. He loomed over from his sister, Jeanie, who’d been setting up tubs of her homemade guacamole and bags of fresh tortilla chips.

Jeanie placed her hands on her hips and stared right into the face of her brother. “Get a grip, Ray. You know very well this isn’t your guacamole recipe. It’s mine.”

Okay, so not talking to me. Good. Even better: not dissing my mini fruitcakes, each golden brown loaf peppered with chunks of cranberries, blueberries, cherries and a dash of dark chocolate. One by one, nestled snugly in tiny aluminum loaf pans. All wrapped up in cellophane and decorated with a miniature candy cane on top. So cute and festive for the Annual Santa Paws Surfing Dogs Fundraiser, my friend Linda’s primary fundraiser for her animal shelter.

Ray Lopez didn’t vibe with the atmosphere at all. Today, no one was upset. How could you be? Why would you be? There were dogs wearing holiday costumes, dogs on surfboards, grinning dogs and everywhere, smiling people.

Straight ahead on Sea Glass Beach, past the local surf rock band playing the twangy sounds of holiday songs, dogs and their owners had suited up for test runs. Over there, a pug wearing a red bandana glided through a wave, his Santa hat-wearing owner riding behind him. Next to him, a Golden Retriever sporting reindeer’s antlers gripped a boogie board as she rolled onto the beach, her pink tongue lolling with joy. Children kicked up sand as they played tag.

In other words, it was one of the best days of the year.

Just then, Jeanie said, “You call yourself the Avocado King of Sea Glass Beach. Why don’t you wipe that smug look off your face and buy something from our bake sale? It’s the season of giving, you see. Something you wouldn’t know much about.”

Despite the sun beating down on us, I suddenly felt a few degrees colder. I picked my chin off my chest, watching Ray force a smile onto his wide face, framed with shoe-polish black hair slicked back with glossy pomade. I wanted to say something cheerful for the holidays, but my mind went blank. I stared instead at my rescue beagle, Lola, who was hiding out in the shade, under the table. Ready to jump and gobble up any kind of bake sale treat that fell to the sand.

When he spoke, his tone had calmed, and I felt myself studying him. “Now that’s not fair, dear sister. I don’t think your son would agree with that statement.”

Ray glanced up and down the rows of tables until his eyes rested on Ethan, not far away, preparing individual trays of hummus, pita chips and carrot sticks for sale.

“Ethan!” He waved, his voice booming over the crash of the waves and the surf band.

Ethan waved back, then pointed to his snack trays as if to say ‘Sorry, can’t talk now.’

“Keep up the good work, nephew!” Ray called. “What a charming man he is,” he continued, turning toward Jeanie. “I was so proud when he was promoted to Head Pharmacist at Sea Glass General.”

Jeanie groaned. “Just leave me alone. I’ve got more guacamole to make before the bake sale starts. You always do this.”

Her voice was softer now, too, so whisper-quiet that I strained to hear. My fingers rested on one of the fruitcake’s small red bows that held closed its cellophane wrapper. With a gentle tug, I assured myself of what I already knew: that my packaging was ready to be sold. But it also looked convincingly like I was the busiest of wrappers in the world. It was pointless to leave my little display of fruitcakes. They wouldn’t sell themselves.

“Do what?” Ray asked.

“This!” She picked up a knife with a red-and-white-striped handle from the table and started to slice avocados furiously. “This song and dance of reminding me that you’re the one who paid for my son’s pharmacy school. Any chance you get to lord it over me, you do it. And I’m sick of it, Ray. You screwed me over all those years ago. I won’t let you do it again. ”

Ray shrugged, unbothered. “I’m sorry that my generosity makes you angry. Still. After all these years.”

Jeanie stopped cutting. “Oh, you are insufferable. Take my guacamole, pay the ten bucks, and go.”

She pointed the knife at him and I saw the handle had a silly candy cane-shaped handle with a goofy grin and off-center painted eyes.

“I’d be happy to.” He backed away from the table. “Give you the money, I mean. Not leave.” He reached into his pocket and pulled a bill out of his wallet. “I’m part of the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs event. I’m the Surfing Santa MC.”

She grabbed the money and stuffed it into the nearby cash box. “One hundred bucks says it’s because you made a donation to Homeless Paws.”

“I did. But it comes from the heart, sister.” He grinned, thumping his chest as if to drive home the point. “I’ve adopted many dogs from Homeless Paws. Well, my ex-wives did. One dog for each wife. And now I have five. But it doesn’t matter because I love those dogs. Anyone will vouch for that. My assistant’s out there right now with Princess. They’re dressed as Christmas trees. Princess can’t surf and neither can my bumbling assistant, but it’ll be fun to watch them try.”

“You’re ridiculous, Ray. Nothing about our relationship will change. Regardless of your actions or words towards me. Go away and change into your Santa costume. I don’t want to see you anywhere near me or my guacamole again. I need to get more supplies from my car. I have no more time for you.”

“Fine,” he hiss-whispered. “I need to go change into my Santa outfit, anyway. I hope you sell a lot of guacamole, Jeanie. Even though it’s not your best recipe.”

He popped a guacamole-heavy tortilla chip into his mouth and shuffled over toward the beach changing rooms.

Suddenly, I felt a tap on my shoulder. It startled me.

“Shhh!” I whispered, right into the face of Kevin, my godfather.

“What’s with all the shushing, wahine?” His mirrored sunglasses reflected the image of me putting my finger over my lips with one hand, still clutching a mini fruitcake in the other.

I motioned for him to step away from the table so Jeanie wouldn’t hear our conversation. “It’s Jeanie and her brother Ray. They just had a huge fight.”

“And the ocean is wet. And piña coladas are delicious. In other words, what else is new? They have been arguing for as long as I can remember. They hate each other’s guts, to put it mildly. I’m surprised he’d show his face around her.”

Kevin wore a red Santa Paws Surfing Dogs t-shirt, hibiscus-print board shorts and the straw sun hat I had designed for him. His bare feet were so tanned from days spent outdoors that the lines where his flip-flop straps usually rested were unmistakable.

“You gotta tell me why Jeanie hates Ray so much,” I pleaded.

He shook his shaggy head. “It’s ancient history. Happened years ago. Basically, Ray bought Jeanie’s original guac recipe for like, 100 bucks or something like that. He was a manager at a popular avocado farm stand then, and Jeanie was pregnant with Ethan. She used to sell her guac at the Farmer’s Market and it was always gone by the noon. But when her brother Ray offered her cash and the promise of a percentage of the sale of each tub sold at his farm stand, Jeanie thought sure, why the heck not.”

“Let me guess,” I mused. “He didn’t keep his word.”

Kevin snapped his fingers. “Ding ding ding, you’re the winner. When Ray started selling the guac all over the country and raking in the dough, Jeanie was completely ignored. She didn’t have the money to take him to court and, to be honest, I think she was too ashamed that her brother would treat her like that. That’s why you haven’t heard their drama until now. And that guac she’s selling today? Yeah, it’s not the same recipe as the one she sold to Ray.”

“I heard Ray paid for Ethan’s pharmacy school,” I said.

“Jeanie must’ve gotten him to do that. And I don’t blame her. If Ray would’ve paid her fairly, she would be a wealthy woman.”

We watched in silence as Ethan stood by his mom. The two talked softly. Then Jeanie covered her face with her hands. Ethan rubbed her back.

It was then that the cold, wet nose of Lola brushed up against my bare leg, setting off a Rube Goldberg machine–like series of events. At the feeling of her nose on my skin, I jumped several inches into the air. The mini fruitcake flew out of my hand, then bounced off the brim of Kevin’s straw sunhat. As it fell, Lola leaped into the air, sinking her pearly whites through the wrapper and into the moist cake.

Kevin clapped slowly. “Now that is how it’s done, Lola. You got some rad reflexes on you. Why isn’t she surfing with the others, Paige?”

“I missed the signup deadline. I’ve been so busy setting up my new hat shop that it’s a miracle I got here in time to set up my fruitcakes.”

“They look totally awesome. Just a little taste won’t hurt-”

Kevin’s outstretched hand reaching for a fruitcake was swatted away by Linda. Behind her stood Abby and Ethan.

The Beachside Dining Club, together again.

“Those are for selling, Kevin Barnes. If you so much as sniff that fruitcake, I will call over Morgan the Mime and she’ll put you in mime jail for the rest of the event,” Linda scowled. “Don’t end up in mime jail. I hear all they give you to eat is imaginary stale bread.”

“I’m sorry, a mime?” I scratched my head. “There’s a mime here? I didn’t even know Sea Glass Beach had a mime.”

Abby pulled out her phone. “Clearly you live under a rock. My students showed me her social media account like, last month. It’s blown up a ton since then. Get with the program, Hat Girl,” she said, cuffing me lovingly on the shoulder. Abby runs Surf Sisters, a surfing school that teaches surfing and ocean biology to young girls.

We all gathered around as Abby scrolled through her social media, pausing on one of many videos of @morgan_the_mime. There she was, her black beret perched on top of shoulder-length brown hair. White face makeup and a black-and-white striped shirt. Captured in an imaginary box on the beach, pressing her hands on invisible glass, trying to get escape the box. Then miming getting ready to ride the waves, surrounded by a group of attractive young surfers. The video with the highest views showcased Morgan on a unicycle, riding across sand and throwing birdseed to seagulls. As the seagulls approached, she mimed their movements. After a few moments, several perched on her striped shoulders. Seagulls swarmed her after a minute.

“I don’t know how I could’ve missed this,” I said. “She’s amazing. I’ve never seen anything like her before.”

“Yeah man, I used to see her on the beach while I was doing dawn patrol with my buddies. She’ll be out here, riding away on her unicycle,” Kevin explained. “It’s kind of a trip watching a mime wheeling around as you ride the early morning waves.”

I blinked. “Used to see her? What happened?”

My friends glanced at me, then exchanged looks. It was Ethan who stepped forward.

“I’m sure you all saw my Uncle Ray. You know, the Avocado King of Sea Glass Beach? Just now, he had an argument with my mom over there. He and mom aren’t really on speaking terms. But mom isn’t the only person who hates him. About a year ago, when Paige was still living in L.A., Morgan had a bad unicycle accident. She was riding her unicycle down the street early in the morning when the door of the truck driving in front of her snapped open. All of the unripe, hard as rocks avocados tumbled out. Morgan’s leg broke, forcing her to take time off work.”

“Didn’t she get compensation from your uncle?” I asked.

Ethan rolled his eyes. “Him? The biggest cheapskate in the world, except when it feeds his even bigger ego? No way. She got a thousand dollars and a box of avocados, tied with a pretty red ribbon.”

“Morgan posted a rant on her page about how much she hates Ray. She even got her fans to create an online petition to boycott Ray’s avocados,” Abby explained. “But that video was quickly deleted, and the petition disappeared overnight. Why? I have no idea. It’s possible that she received additional money from him. No one knows.”

“But we do know that Morgan loathes Ray,” I added. Their relationship was starting to define itself.

“Right. And for good reason. Ray’s a bad apple,” Ethan shuddered.

Kevin shook his head. “Nah, dude. He’s an overripe, extra mushy avocado.”


Chapter 2

“Look at this spread,” Linda gushed, her eyes scanning the bake sale tables. Cookies. Bars. Pies. My mini fruitcakes, of course, and Jeanie’s guacamole and Ethan’s hummus and veggie boxes.

My spirits were soaring because I had already made 10 sales of mini loaves to a petite, mousey-haired woman dressed as a Christmas tree, just like the Pomeranian she cradled in her arms.

Kevin, wearing an apron that said, Grill, Surf, Repeat, flipped burgers and hot dogs over a smoky grill. Abby hung out by an enormous punch bowl, ladling locally grown and freshly-squeezed orange juice into cups decorated with red and white candy cane stripes.

“It looks and smells amazing.” Almost too delicious. I’d rather be eating the food than trying to sell it. “I hope we raise a lot of money for Homeless Paws.”

Linda’s golden paw-print earrings danced as she nodded her head. “I think we will. And thank goodness for that, because I’m hoping we can afford to add an extra veterinarian onto our team. Dr. Adam has been incredibly busy for the past month, handling the workload of two veterinarians. I think he spends more time in the office than he does at home.”

Ah. So that was why I hadn’t seen him in weeks.

“I used to see him walk his foster dog, Archie, all the time. Not so much anymore,” I said. Seeing handsome Dr. Adam Harper with his little dog had been one of the highlights of my day. I couldn’t help but to think the worst when I started seeing him less and less often. Maybe he had started dating again? I knew the whispers of my worries weren’t helpful, but when his routine changed abruptly, I couldn’t help but wonder. The upside was that his current busy schedule meant his creative and smart 8-year-old daughter, Riley, had been around more.

“Riley’s the one who stops by my cottage now,” I continued. “Lola loves her so much. Maybe it’s because Riley always brings her some homemade treats from her newest test batch.”

“Yes, Dr. Adam is swamped. Not for long, I hope.” Linda’s tone was cheerful. Her gaze rested on Jeanie’s neat rows of guacamole and bags of tortilla chips. “Hey, wasn’t Jeanie using my Mr. Candy Cane chef’s knife?”

I scratched my head. “Was it red and white-striped?”

Linda’s face lit up with a smile. “You bet, with that cute painted smiley face. It’s the cutest ever and my absolute favorite knife. I got it at a garage sale. The owner gave it to me for free because she said her husband thought it was too ugly to keep around the house. Well, one woman’s trash is another woman’s treasure! I usually keep it in our staff kitchen at Homeless Paws, but I brought it here because it’s just so festive. Now I don’t see it anywhere.”

I shrugged. “I’m sure someone borrowed it. Maybe Kevin used it to chop up onions or something for his burgers and hot dogs that he’s grilling. You’ll find it soon.”

“I hope so. That cute little Mr. Candy Cane face always makes me smile. Can you believe the rest of that staff thinks that knife is so horrible that it’s cursed? I just tell them they have no Christmas spirit. It hurts Mr. Candy Cane’s feelings are hurt when people call him names like ‘gaudy’ and ‘factory reject’. Sure, his smile looks more like a menacing grimace. But he’s my silly knife, you love what you love.”

“He’ll turn up, Linda. It’s a charity bake sale. No one’s going around in a ski mask stealing anything.”

She nodded. “You’re right. I’ll try to put the fate of poor Mr. Candy Cane out of my mind. Now, what was I talking about? Oh yes, Adam. I’d love to hire another veterinarian to be on staff with him. So sell, sell, sell, Paige!”

We exchanged a meaningful look. There was no denying to Linda: my thing for Adam, dormant since high school, was not so dormant anymore. If it made me see him more often, I would try my hardest to hawk as many mini fruitcakes as possible.

Linda held her hand to shade her eyes, scanning the beach. “Hey, is that Susie running toward us?”

A short woman with chin-length gray hair wearing the red ‘Santa Paws Surfing Dogs’ volunteer shirt, black jogger pants and flip-flops jogged across the beach.

“It’s her. You remember Susie Chen, my lead dog trainer,” Linda said. “Hey Susie!” She waved.

But Susie didn’t wave back. In fact, she picked up the pace.

“Linda,” she gasped, pausing to catch her breath as she got to our table.

“What’s up?” Worry lines creased Linda’s forehead. “Is everything okay?”

Susie shook her head. “I can’t find Ray,” she panted. “He’s due to help us start the dog surfing competition in ten minutes. If he doesn’t show up, we’ll have to start without him. And I know he would hate to miss it.”

Linda produced her phone. “Can’t find Ray? Let me try to call him.”

As Linda waited for Ray to answer his phone, Susie expressed her disapproval. “Good luck. I’ve tried ten times already. It just goes to voicemail. I don’t have the luxury to go chasing people around Linda. I’m managing 50 dogs and even more of their owners. Some of them may be dressed to look like Santa’s Helpers, but they sure aren’t helping me run the show.”

“Oh my cats and dogs,” Linda sighed. “No answer from his phone. How long ago did you see him, Susie?”

“Not long ago. He was talking to Jeanie Lopez.”

I pointed toward the changing rooms. “He headed off that way to put his Santa suit on. That was maybe 20 minutes ago, but I’m not sure.”

Linda turned to me. “Could you pop over and knock on Ray’s changing room door? Back there,” she jabbed with her thumb. “Just make sure he knows he has a dog surfing competition to MC. Please? Then you can come back here and help run the bake sale station. It’ll take you ten minutes, max.”

It wouldn’t take much time to drag Ray out of the changing room. Besides, it would be nice to get out onto the beach and see more dogs dressed in cute holiday costumes.

“Sure,” I agreed. “I’ll bring Lola, too. She could use a little walk.”

“Just call me when you find our MC,” Susie insisted. “Boy, will I have an earful for him.”

The sun-warmed sand smushed through my toes as Lola and I made our way to the changing rooms. My beagle trotted by my side, happy to be on a mission that didn’t involve the torturous task of waiting around for her most desired treat: extra-charred hot dogs grilled by Kevin. As we walked, several pugs dressed as elves trotted by. Their red and green hats jingled merrily as they headed toward the ocean. Their owner, wearing a light-up Christmas tree-shaped headband, threw me a jaunty wave. It was hard not to smile.

“See, Lola? You could definitely pull off a cute outfit like that,” I said.

My dog looked at me with her big brown eyes as if to scoff, “I’m not convinced.”

“You’d rock a tiny Santa hat, Lola! That’s the prize for winning a division in this competition. Perhaps we could create something using snowflakes. Next year, I’ll sign us up for the dog surfing competition. But first, we’ll need to practice getting you on a board. Next, we must decide on outfits. I’m sure I could make us something that would win the costume competition.”

My thoughts drifted to matching hats, which wouldn’t be too difficult to make. I was, after all, a professional milliner. Now that my employment at the famed bridal shop Rory’s of Beverly Hills was in the past, I was laser-focused on opening my own hat shop in Sea Glass Beach. I had decided to call it Rad Hatters. With hard work and a ton of luck, I wanted to open in February.

The hat shop was a dream come true. I quit Rory’s so I could have complete creative control over my designs. And not have to deal with lying, disloyal bosses. I had money enough to open and hire a capable assistant, thanks to my friends investing in the shop. Not to mention my rock-bottom rent prices set by the family who owned the building. We were going to offer both custom and limited run hats in that perfect, gorgeous 1920s-style retail space, complete with an antique cash register, dark wood, handmade tiles and a chandelier.

But I couldn’t deny that some days, worry took up residence in the pit of my stomach.

Venturing alone was uncharted territory. Exhilarating. Terrifying. At the same time. Sometimes, when I had supply issues or worried about people coming to visit my shop at all, I questioned my sanity. Why did I decide to leave my stable day job, where I always received a paycheck regardless of sales? Instead, I chose to risk everything on starting my own hat shop.

Lola wasn’t in the mood for worry. She scampered in front of me and shoved her nose under one of the doors of the public changing rooms. There was a neat row of five freestanding bathroom stall-like spaces sheltered underneath a concrete roof that connected with a wall. A shower for cleaning off sandy feet was just outside the doors. Bathrooms were on opposite side of wall.

“This must be the one, huh?” I crouched under the door and saw a rumpled pile of red velvet, a black boot and a half-empty tub of Jeanie’s guacamole.

Yes, this had to be Ray the Avocado King’s changing stall.

“Mr. Lopez?” I called, rapping my knuckles on the door.

No answer.

“Mr. Lopez?” I knocked a little harder.

From the pressure of my rapping, the door creaked open.

There was the Avocado King, dressed in his red velvet Santa jacket and pants. Rather than being busy on the phone or simply struggling to put on a costume, he just lay face down on the ground.

In his back, there was the knife.

The knife with the candy cane-striped handle.

Mr. Candy Cane.

That goofy decorated knife stared at me with ridiculous uncentered eyes and his smile was a grimace. Wonky and menacing.

I wanted to scream. I tried to scream. My mouth was too dry for even a whisper. My stomach felt like it took an elevator ride that plummeted to the basement, fast.

“Oh,” I whispered, covering my mouth with my hand. “Mr. Lopez? Can you hear me?” I heard my shaky voice call.

But he just lay there.

“Okay, take a deep breath,” I told myself, forcing my lungs to inhale and exhale. Then do it again. I inched forward, wanting to see if his chest was moving. But his thick red jacket made it difficult to see any kind of minuscule movement. Wincing, I placed my fingers on his wrist and pulled away when I felt no pulse.

“He’s gone, Lola,” I croaked. “Someone killed The Avocado King.”

I scanned the room. Not much else was there. No phone or wallet on Ray. There was only the black boot, his red rumpled Santa suit and the half-eaten tub of Jeanie’s guac, with a few stray chips on the floor.

Lola placed one foot in the changing room. Her paw crunched on a stray tortilla chip.

I dug my phone out of the pocket of my jean shorts. “Don’t touch or gobble anything. We need to call the police.”

But, being a dog driven by her amazing sense of smell, Lola could not ignore her natural streak of stubbornness. She jerked herself forward, her black nose dancing around the floor of the stall. Quickly, she scooped up something small and metallic off the floor.

“What is it, Lola? What did you find?”

She dropped it into my hand. It was a dime-sized red jingle bell. A small piece of white thread remained attached to its loop.

I pocketed the jingle bell. “It’s probably from his outfit. Heck, it could be from anyone here. There’s jingle bells everywhere today. Come here. I need you to sit down while I call the police.”

I punched in 9-1-1, expecting the call to be answered on the first ring. One, two, three, four, five rings came and went. Then a woman answered.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

The woman’s voice, wizened and hoarse, hinted at decades of heavy smoking. It had to be Babe, the aunt of Kevin and his twin brother, Police Chief Rick. She also held the title of one of two dispatchers in Sea Glass Beach.

I swallowed. As much as I love watching murder mysteries on TV and reading detective books, especially the Sven Larson series, it’s no fun calling the police.

Especially when it was about someone who was clearly very dead.

“This is Paige Andrews. I’m in the changing rooms at Sea Glass Beach. I think someone just stabbed Ray Lopez.”

I winced as the splooshy sound of someone coughing out liquid on the other end of the receiver hit my ears. Then the smooth, metallic sound of a filing cabinet drawer sliding open.

“Well, good afternoon to you, too. Babe Barnes here. That coffee splattered all over my blouse. Thank goodness I have an emergency extra shirt here in my drawer. Always keep an extra shirt around, that’s what I say. I’m sorry, hon, you said someone stabbed Ray Lopez? As in, The Avocado King?”

“Yes. I’m at the Sea Glass Beach-“

“Changing rooms. Got that. At 85 years old, I can still outpace a rattlesnake chasing a mouse. We’ll get an ambulance and Ricky right over. Wait, you’re Paige Andrews, aren’t you? As in, hat shop owner Paige Andrews.”

It was a statement rather than a question.

“That’s me,” I said.

“You feeling safe out there? No one else around, no sight of anyone creeping, right?” Babe asked.

The changing area was as quiet as a tomb. From within the cinderblock walls of the changing room, only muffled sounds of the band and children’s screams and cheers on the beach could be heard. Someone could still be around. Lurking. Ready to kill again. I wasn’t interested in finding out the answer.

I turned my head around, pausing at every dark shadow. “No one’s around.”

“Good. There’s nothing to worry about because the ambulance and Chief Rick are on their way, hon. Quick as lightning. And you found another dead body? After all that Justin Thyme murder business you were involved with? Hooo boy, Ricky’s going to have to medicate with an extra donut.”

She started to laugh, which turned into a hacking cough. “Hey, I’m sorry, hon. It ain’t death that’s funny. Everyone in town knows you and your dining club got real involved in the last case and it ticked my nephew off real bad. Between you and me, Ricky doesn’t like it when other people solve the case for him.”

“You don’t say.”

I tried to sound conversational. But I was a horrible actor. My tone was definitely tinged with sarcasm.

I couldn’t help it. When my friends and I had decided to try to solve the mystery of Justin Thyme’s death, we had several not-so-delightful run-ins with Chief Rick, who also happened to be dating my mom. And now, I was talking to his aunt. A police dispatcher.

“I’ll be frank, Paige, I like your style,” Babe continued. “Literally and figuratively. I need to pop by your new shop when it opens and get me one of those sun hats your mom keeps talking about. You don’t happen to make sun hats for cats, do you? I got me a white Persian. She’s got real sensitive skin, you know. But she loves going to the beach. And hanging out by my pool. Gets her ears sunburned in about two minutes flat. Figure out how to make her a sun hat and I’ll be forever in your debt. But hey, I’ve been yappin’ at you for too long. Chief Rick and the medics will be there before you can say ‘Merry Christmas, Happy Hanukkah, Happy Kwanzaa and Blessed Yule.”

“Thanks-” I started, not really sure what else to say.

A dead body.

Right in front of me.

My stomach did a flip, then a giant flop.

“Talkin’ to you, hon. Sit tight, okay?”

Babe ended the call before I could speak another word.


Chapter 3

Inside my mug of warm hot chocolate bobbed the reflection of my merry living room. Lights twinkled on my tree. Under its fragrant branches, Lola was a peaceful lump, snoozing away on the knitted tree skirt. I could see Ethan shifting uncomfortably from side to side in an overstuffed armchair. And if I jostled one of the mini marshmallows bobbing on the surface, I could just make out the five points of my blown-glass starfish tree topper.

I took a sip. Perfection. Just enough dark chocolate flavor with a touch of cinnamon. And, because I couldn’t be content with regular hot chocolate, I had added a pinch of chili to give it some heat. The comforting drink would pair delightfully with one of those gingerbread muffins with a lemon glaze that I had made earlier.

Perhaps one of the remaining mini fruitcakes? I hadn’t sold many, with the bake sale being cut short and all. Fruitcake had a bad rap. I got that. My recipe, with extra warming spices and a touch of chocolate, but pretty darn good. Or maybe the addition of chocolate made it too weird for most people.

Kevin cleared his throat. “Paige? Are you okay?”

I looked up from my hot chocolate. Kevin’s eyebrow was raised. Abby was there, too, with Linda. Ethan and his husband Jamal sat together on the loveseat, Jamal rubbing his back.

“You’ve, uh, kinda been staring into your mug for a while now,” Kevin pondered. “Did you lose your keys in there or something? Oh wait, I know.” He snapped his fingers, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “You’re practicing the hottest new meditation trend on social media, just in time for the holidays. Mug meditation. You look into your mug and relax your gaze like you’re looking at one of those trippy posters. Soon, your mind drifts away to Hot Chocolate Land.”

My godfather was the champion of teasing. And usually, I let him get away with it. As long as he agreed to be grill master for each of our dining club dinners. I smiled. “How did you know, Kev? If I had to guess, you inherited the attitude gene from your Aunt Babe. She was the one who answered the 9-1-1 call.”

He pushed up his mirrored sunglasses until they rested atop his head. Graying hair. Knobby fingers. Tan. Work-worn. “You might be right. Aunt Babe is and always has been one of my role models.”

“Who’s the other?” Abby asked.

Kevin threw us a wink. “Whoever invented piña coladas.”

We had gathered in my living room. An emergency meeting of The Beachside Dining Club called by Ethan. And honestly, if he hadn’t called us all together, I would’ve.

After what had happened.

Only two days had passed since I found the body of Ethan’s Uncle Ray.

Sprawled out on the floor of a Sea Glass Beach changing room.

With his velvet Santa suit on.

Like he had been primed and ready to MC the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs competition.

He never reached the beach.

Linda’s favorite chef’s knife, its handle painted with a kitschy smiling candy cane, had been stuck squarely in his back before he could open the dressing room door.

Just the thought of it made me shiver through the chunky knit blanket draped around my body. Everyone in Sea Glass Beach knew Ray Lopez. You couldn’t go a day without seeing his beaming face plastered on billboards for his avocado farms. They were all over town. When I had lived in Los Angeles for work and commuted 45 minutes down to Sea Glass Beach to visit with my friends or Mom, Ray’s billboard was the first thing I saw when I entered town. His trademark plaid shirt under a pair of overalls. His megawatt smile. That perfectly ripe avocado in his hand.

We all knew the basics: how he rose from humble farmer beginnings to eventually owning his own avocado farm. Then another farm. And another. Soon, Ray had an empire. People from all over the country bought his famous guacamole and California-grown avocados. Around avocado toast’s foodie moment, the cult-classic documentary “Avoca-dough” was released. It featured Ray’s meteoric rise and made him a household name in Southern California. Ray was unstoppable. Or so it seemed.

But I didn’t know him personally. Ethan he had only mentioned him once or twice. And whenever I saw Ethan’s mom at the Seagull Café, she never talked about her famous and very wealthy brother. No one did.

Ever.

“How are you holding up, Ethan?” Linda’s tone was soft, kind, but tinged with concern.

He took a deep drink from his mug. “I’ve been better. But Mom…” his voice broke.

Linda patted his shoulder. “It’s okay, Ethan. We’re all here for you. Take all the time you need.”

“Take a deep breath in and out,” Jamal instructed his husband.

Jamal owned a yoga studio on Main Street. Lola and I, along with my mom and her boyfriend’s dog, often went to his doggie yoga sessions.

Ethan inhaled and exhaled slowly, squeezing Jamal’s hand. When he spoke, it was hardly more than a whisper. “The police think Mom did it. The assumption is that she murdered her brother following an argument they had prior to the discovery of his body. But I know it’s not true. She’s the kindest person I know. And a pediatric nurse practitioner, for crying out loud. She’d never harm anyone, even someone she hated. Like Uncle Ray.”

“It’s okay, Ethan.” Jamal rubbed his back. “Take another round of breaths. In fact, why don’t we all join in. Breathwork can do amazing things in stressful situations.”

If anyone else would’ve said that, I would’ve rolled my eyes and called them sanctimonious. But Jamal was a friend and a pretty great yoga instructor. Also, he was right. Tension hung in the air, thicker than a slice of, well, fruitcake. I deeply breathed in the fresh ocean air that wafted in through my open window, filling my lungs. Then let it all out.

My house, named Sea Rose, overlooked the Pacific Ocean. This afternoon, the color of the brilliant blue sky matched the rippling waves below. Golden brown and sage green sea grasses, interspersed with purple flowers, blanketed the cliffs. Many things in life brought me gratitude. I had my sweet rescue beagle and my dining club friends. And my new hat shop on Main Street was set to open on schedule. Well, almost on schedule.

But that murder. That untimely and tragic murder of The Avocado King. Somewhere out there, a killer walked free.

“I really don’t want to bring this up, but,” Ethan’s voice wavered. “I need your help. I’m scared, you guys. Despite hiring a lawyer, my mom faces overwhelming evidence against her. I don’t know what I can do to help prove her innocence.”

In surprise, we exchanged glances. Offer support, kind words and a few sweet treats - yes. But Ethan wanting us to investigate Ray’s death? We all nodded in agreement, me included. The Beachside Dining Club always looked out for each other and this was no exception.

Abby pounded her fist into her hand, her eyes blazing with anger. No hesitation, only rage towards the murderer implicating Ethan’s mom. “You didn’t even have to ask. We’ll help find whoever killed Ray and squash him or her like a bug. You’re our friend, Ethan.”

On the waves, surfers called Abby “Fireball.” Sweet and loyal to everyone she loved, yes, but hot-headed and impulsive sometimes. If you ever crossed her? Not recommended unless you enjoy a reckoning like no other.

Without missing a beat, Linda jumped up. “Paige, I need a pen and some index cards.”

“And I’ll grab the Crime Board.”

The words had left my mouth before I even thought them.

For our last case, we had used my big bulletin board to collect photos and information on suspects and their possible motives. The board helped us organize our thoughts. Something that the protagonist of my favorite detective novel series, Swedish food critic Sven Larson, would do.

Kevin clapped his hands. “Let’s go, yo! How can I help?”

Soon, we were all seated around my dining room table, our mugs refilled with eye-wincingly strong coffee made by Kevin. Abby had printed out photos of Ray and Jeanie. I placed the tray of iced gingerbread muffins in the middle and soon, the platter was empty.

But also empty was our Crime Board. It stood, perched on the table, its cork board glaringly bare.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this but you might as well start with my mom, Jeanie,” Ethan said with a sigh. “She’s Chief Rick’s number one suspect, after all. What do you need to know?”

“I can start,” Linda’s pen was poised above the index card. “I know your mom about as well as anyone else here. Jeanie Lopez is…” she squinted, doing invisible math in her head. “Sixty. Right?”

“Sixty-one,” Jamal corrected.

“Right. She graduated from Sea Glass Beach High two years before me. As Ethan said, pediatric nurse practitioner at Sea Glass General. Also a volunteer at Homeless Paws for years. Ever since you were a little guy, Ethan. She’d walk the dogs in the early morning and when you were older, you two would play with them and clean their cages. Jeanie is one of the most generous people I’ve ever met. She’d give you the shirt off her back. Really.”

“That’s what started this whole business with Uncle Ray in the first place,” Ethan grumbled. “She trusted him to give her a share of the profits of her guacamole. Looking back, she was so naïve. When he didn’t make good on his promise, it broke her heart. As the years rolled on, we saw less and less of him. He paid for my pharmacy school tuition, and I’m grateful, but probably he did it out of guilt for cheating Mom out of tons of money.”

Kevin wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Awesome muffins, Paige. This is a winner recipe. Jeanie and I go way back, too. I first met her at her Farmer’s Market stand years and years ago. I remember she had the raddest permed hair and always matched her scrunchie with her outfits. In vain, I tried to make my feathered mullet hairstyle work but man, it looked flatter than a pancake. Fashion in the ‘80s, what can I say? She always gave me extra samples of guac for me and my buddies. I kinda had a crush on her.”

“You crushed on Mom?” Ethan smiled just a little.

“Yeah, man. I wasn’t the only one. Jeanie Lopez was beautiful, kind, smart and could whip up a guac that would bring a man to his knees. When she told me her brother wanted to invest in her guacamole recipe and help make her rich, I knew she was going places. Nursing school, man. But she turned me down when I asked her on a date. Wasn’t meant to be, I guess.

Linda’s pen scratching stopped, and she handed me a card with Jeanie’s name and information. I pinned it to the board, along with Jeanie’s photo.

“I heard the argument between Jeanie and Ray right before I found Ray’s body,” I said.

What I didn’t add was that, logically, the police had every reason to suspect Jeanie. On paper, she looked very guilty. Not only did she clearly resent Ray but the knife she had been using to slice avocados for her bake sale guac also ended up in her brother’s back.

“She had the means, motive and opportunity to do it.” Ethan’s face was set in a frown. “I know this. But Mom didn’t kill Uncle Ray. I know this, too.”

Suddenly, the jingling electronic sounds of a steel drum reggae song started to play.

“Son of a monkey. I thought I turned my phone off,” Kevin muttered as he shoved his hand into his back pocket and pulled out his phone. “Oh man, it’s my big bro. I wonder what the dude himself has to say about the Avocado King situation.”

Police Chief Rick. And due to our involvement in the last case, the Beachside Dining Club was not exactly on the greatest terms with him.

“Not now, Kev!” Abby mouthed, making a slicing motion with her hands like she wanted to cut Kevin off.

Linda shook her head so violently, her dangly paw print earrings whirled furiously.

“Don’t worry! I’ll play it cool,” Kevin whispered to us. He pressed the answer button on his phone. “Yo, yo, yo my favorite twin brother, what is up?”

We waited a moment and watched Kevin’s smile turn downwards. “No, we are not all gathered around a table at Paige’s house discussing the murder of the Avocado King.“The Dining Club is just having an impromptu afternoon tea. Hey, how did you know we’re together, anyway? You drove past Sea Rose? Good grief, my dude. Don’t you trust your brother?”

Kevin threw us a reassuring wink. I was not so positive the phone call was going well.

“Yeah, man, we’re all cool here. We’re leaving it to the pros this time. You won’t see us hanging around crime scene tape again. That was a limited-time offer. Hey man, I’m kidding! Don’t get your police panties in a bunch. I gotta go. Paige needs me to, uh, put some mulch on her roses. Later, dude. Hey, stay chill about this, okay?”

Kevin placed his phone down on the table. “Ricky’s all in a tizzy that we’re getting involved in the murder case. But I used the old Kevin Barnes charm and calmed him down enough. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” he said, tapping his head. Then his eyes went wide. “Unless this place is bugged. It isn’t bugged, is it, Paige? I saw this highlight on the news about people who hide tiny cameras in hotel rooms. Now whenever I travel, I make sure to poke my fingers in all the nooks and crannies. Haven’t discovered anything yet but you never know,” he flipped his sunglasses down. “Gotta stay vigilant.”

I laughed. “No, my cottage isn’t bugged, Kevin. And don’t worry, Ethan. Everyone here will be extra careful not to let Chief Rick know that we’re trying to help your mom.”

When Rick had seen Lola and me standing by Ray’s body, he was looking anything but thrilled. And when I handed him the jingle bell Lola had found on the floor, he shot me a look that meant ‘touch evidence again and you’ll regret it.’

“That’s right,” Abby chimed in, tacking a photo on the board. “But that board is too bare. We should discuss the victim. This is Ray’s photo I printed from the Lopez Family Farms website. Everyone’s seen Ray Lopez’s grinning face and overalls on billboards all over town for years. We all know he worked his way up to owning an avocado empire. And that Ethan’s mom hates him. But what else do we know about Ray Lopez?”

“We all knew him at Homeless Paws,” Linda started. “Ray loved dogs. Well, his wives loved dogs and he loved making them happy. Recently, he’s been spending a lot of time with Susie Chen, our dog trainer. She’s been helping him train his new rescue Pomeranian, Princess. We were thrilled when Ray donated $100,000 to the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs fundraiser. So, I invited him to be the event’s MC. He was thrilled to do it, too. Ray never seemed like a bad guy. Just your typical self-indulgent rich person. Probably donated just to advertise for his business. But he had a soft spot for dogs.”

Kevin cleared his throat. “I think he likes the dogs better than his wives. I’ve cleaned Ray’s pool for years. Dude went through women faster than cars, of which he also had quite the collection. When the ladies reached 35, he traded them in for a younger model. No matter how old he got. Yeah, they hated it but it was kind of the unwritten deal.”

“Did any of his ex-wives hate Ray enough to kill him?” I asked.

Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe? I hardly knew any of them. They never stayed long enough for me to know them, especially since Mom never encouraged me to go to the Lopez estate.”

“The latest wife? Krystal?” Kevin whistled low and shook his head. “Ray was pushing 65 and Krystal was in her 20s when they tied the knot last year. Boy, is she something else. Her dream is to become a pop star. I always hear her warbling in the house when I’m out cleaning the pool filter. I think her vocal coach spends more time with her than Ray does. Whatever that coach is teaching her doesn’t seem to pay off because her singing still sounds like a screaming cat.”

“Did Ray have any children?” I wondered aloud, squinting at the crime board.

It was pretty bald. Brooke, one of Mom’s waitresses had a sister who worked as a paralegal. I didn’t have any ideas, other than to ask Brooke. She might know if the latest wife inherited Ray’s estate with his death.

Ethan gave a little shudder. “One kid. Trevor. I really don’t like that guy. We never bonded when we were growing up. Right after he graduated from college, his dad made a ‘social media consultant’ job for him at Lopez Avocado Farms. I’d bet you anything that he spends more time working out in the gym, shopping and running with D-list celebrities than working on the computer. The last time I talked to him, he said he was working on a collaboration with a skin care company. He wanted them to use avocados in a face mask. It was actually a pretty good idea but I don’t think it went anywhere.”

“I’ll ask the obvious,” Abby said. “What’s his relationship like with his dad?”

“Not bad, I think. Uncle Ray always wrote him off and never took him seriously. Probably for a good reason. Trevor gets paid handsomely for the minuscule amount work he does. What more could he want, I guess.”

Linda handed me another index card.

I tacked it on the board. “So, we have a basic picture of our victim and the police’s prime suspect. To help solve this, we just need to identify who else was at the beach and had a strong enough dislike for Ray to want him dead.”

“But that answer is no mystery,” Abby stated.

We exchanged surprised glances.


Chapter 4

“Are you saying there was another person at Sea Glass Beach who could’ve killed Ray?” I pondered.

Abby nodded deeply. “Morgan the Mime, right? She totally hated Ray. Remember when she was injured while practicing her unicycle riding? One of Ray’s avocado trucks was driving ahead of her. The back opened and tons of the fruit rolled down the street. Imagine riding a unicycle and trying to dodge hundreds of avocados rolling down the bumpy road. Well, she crashed and got hurt. Her injury payout was peanuts and she couldn’t work for months. Remember?”

Linda frowned, thinking it over. “Morgan was hired by Homeless Paws to provide entertainment for the kids that day. Every time I saw her, she was making balloon animals or doing her mime routines. She may have hated Ray, but even if she wanted to kill him, I don’t think she had the opportunity.”

But something told me that adding Morgan to the Crime Board would be smart. She wasn’t exactly Ray’s number one fan. And she was at the beach when he was killed. The only missing detail was when she could’ve run to the dressing room and stabbed Ray Lopez with the Mr. Candy Cane knife.

My fingers hovered over the stack of index cards, ready to hand one to Linda. “Should I add her to the Crime Board?”

To my surprise, everyone nodded, even Jamal.

“We have nothing to lose.” He spoke with an exasperated and fatigued voice. “Everyone who held a grudge against Ray and was at the beach that day needs to be up on the board.”

“When Rick talked to me on the beach that day, I didn’t see them interview anyone else except these people,” I added. It had all been kind of blurry. Thinking back, it was ovbious I had been in shock.

Ethan offered me a gloomy smile. “I’m so sorry you were the one who found my uncle.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Ethan. I am, too. But I’m glad we can all try to help your mom. So, what kinds of facts do we know about Morgan the Mime?”

“Not much. She moved here a little over a year ago. It had to have been right around the time Krystal and Ray got married,” Abby explained. “She worked in Las Vegas for a while, but I don’t know where she’s originally from. I saw Morgan post something vague about this a few weeks ago.”

“You have your finger on the pulse of this town,” Linda nodded, clearly impressed. “I didn’t know anything about Morgan.”

“Thanks,” Abby smiled. “That’s a nice way to say, ‘Abby, you spend too much time on social media.’ But I will take the compliment.”

“Anyone else have something to add about Morgan? No?” I looked around the room. “Okay, we’ll continue to look into Morgan’s past.”

Kevin frowned. “Hey, who else who was at Surfing Dogs was close to Ray? We could start there.”

Ethan closed his eyes in thought. “Let’s see. Krystal, Ray’s current wife, was there. Taking photos for her feed. His son, Trevor was hanging around her. Probably ‘working’ on the Lopez Avocado Farms social media.”

“I heard Ray mention his assistant was there, too,” I said. “Ray said she and Princess the dog were dressed as Christmas trees. What do you know about the assistant?”

But Ethan only shook his head. “Nothing. Sorry.”

The room was quiet enough to hear Linda’s marker squeaking as she finished writing on the index cards. Well, there was also the rumbling of Lola’s snores.

Abby clapped her hands. “You guys are forgetting someone. Malachi Crescenzo.”

“The event caterer food truck guy?” Linda asked. “What about him?”

Abby nodded. “I heard that Chef Malachi used to be Ray’s personal chef as of a few months ago. She says that he says that he was let go, but the rumor is that he was fired from his job at Ray’s. I don’t know why, though. But it’s a motive, surely.”

“That dude can cook a mean black bean burger,” Kevin said, his tone full of reverence. “He came over and gave me some tips while I was flipping the dogs. Let me sample some of his lunch stuff. There were some dank homemade potato chips and macaroni salad with like, homemade pasta. Pretty fancy.”

Linda picked up a pen and started writing. “Malachi came highly recommended by one of my employees. We needed someone to serve lunch to all the participants and volunteers so I hired him. He seemed thrilled to be getting the job, too. His cooking is delicious. I wasn’t surprised when he told me he went to cooking school in New York.”

I pinned Morgan and Malachi’s name to the board.

“Our goal is to gather as much information as possible about Ray’s close associates. That includes his son, his assistant and his current wife,” I said.

Kevin saluted. “I’ve got a date cleaning the Lopez pool tomorrow. I’ll try to poke around.”

“And I’ll see you on the group chat on our phones. If you get any tips, shoot us a message. Paige can add it to the board,” Linda directed.

I looked at the board. Now, it was covered in white index cards. Piece by piece, we were starting to fit the fragments of the case together.

“Lola did find that red jingle bell with a piece of white thread by Ray’s body. I gave it to Rick but I’m not sure if it’s a piece of Ray’s Santa costume or a clue from the killer.”

Linda shrugged. “Beats me. It could be from anyone. Jingle bells were everywhere you looked that day. I’ll add it to the crime board, though.” She handed me an index card that read: ‘jingle bell: clue?’

“If no one has anything else to add, I suppose we can call this meeting closed.” I pinned the card to the board.

Everyone nodded. From her napping spot under the Christmas tree, Lola’s legs started to twitch like a live wire.

“Woof! Woof!” She barked, her eyes still closed. Then, as suddenly as she started running in her dreams, she stopped and continued to snore.

“How’s Lola acclimating to life at your house?” Linda asked. “When you adopted her, she was pretty shy. Now she seems content to be around strangers.”

I smiled. “She’s made huge progress. I attribute it to our daily walks. We bump into neighbors and their dogs all the time.”

Not Adam and his foster dog much, though. Lola could always tell when the athletic, lanky veterinarian and his tiny white dog were close by our house. She’d jump on my couch, trying to look out the front door window. Then, she’d start baying. Not that I could blame her.

“And don’t forget our doggie yoga classes,” Jamal added. “Lola’s a star pupil. Her downward facing dog pose is the best of the other dogs. Speaking of, I’d like to invite everyone to a holiday-themed yoga class on the beach, the weekend before Christmas. We encourage festive dress for the holiday-themed yoga class on the beach, but it’s not required. I hope I’m not the only one wearing my ugly holiday sweater. It’s free but any donation you can make will go towards Homeless Paws.”

Linda turned to him. “That’s so sweet of you, Jamal. We can certainly use all the help we can get. Especially since the Surfing Dogs event was canceled, for good reason, of course,” she added. “I’m hoping we can reschedule it for the weekend after next, but it depends on if I get the ‘all clear’ from Chief Rick and the city.”

“I’ll be there,” Abby piped up . “I’ll tell everyone at Surf Sisters, too.”

Jamal flashed her a thumbs-up.

“If that’s all, folks, I gotta run. Pools don’t clean themselves,” Kevin said, standing up from his seat in the recliner.

Ethan joined him. “Thanks again for your help, everyone. Anything you can do to help my mom clear her name is worth its weight in gold.”

“Hey, we’re a team,” Abby said. “When one of us falls down, we help him up again. That’s just how it works.”

My friends gone, my small cottage still buzzed with their energy. And the Crime Board sat upright, covered in index cards.

Lola was awake now, lapping from her bowl of water on the kitchen floor.

“Well, Lola, it looks we have another mystery on our hands.” I ruffled her ears. My hand reached into her treat jar on the counter and tossed her one of Riley’s homemade biscuits. Adam’s young daughter loved to bake doggie treats in all kinds of flavors.

I dared myself to smell the jar. Nutty, with a hint of something vegetable. Even for human nose, it smelled almost appealing.

“It must be peanut butter and kale. Her newest recipe. What do you think?”

Lola cocked her head as she crunched. Then she opened her mouth for another.

“She shoots, she scores!” I called, aiming another treat into my dog’s mouth.

But before I could toss the bone-shaped cookie into the air, my phone rang.

“Hold tight, Lola.”

It was my new assistant, Ashley. Boy, was I lucky to have found her to help me in almost every aspect of my newborn shop. Not only was she Jamal’s sister, but she had spent over a decade managing high-end boutiques in Los Angeles before moving back to Sea Glass Beach. She also had a business degree and was a whiz at balancing budgets. Without her help, I wasn’t sure Rad Hatters would exist.

“Hi Ashley, what’s up?”

“Boss, you better get down her ASAP.” Her voice was fast, panicked. “Something weird is going on.”

Exactly the words I didn’t want to hear. Especially from someone as capable and professional as Ashley.

“What’s wrong?”

I was trying to shove the galloping thoughts of fire, septic system failure or theft running through my mind. Everything about Rad Hatters was the stuff of my dreams. It had a prime Main Street location, right next to my favorite smoothie shop. The 1920s-era construction had been beautifully preserved and its interior was charmingly old-fashioned. The second I glimpsed the retail space, which used to be a knitting shop I cherished going to with my mom, I instantly fell in love. When quitting my wedding millinery job at Rory’s of Beverly Hills and owning a hat shop became a reality, I couldn’t believe my luck. Okay, the place had a reputation as being haunted, according to the real estate agent who set up my lease. She assured me that it was nothing to worry about. Maybe this reported haunting had something to do with the rock-bottom rental price. In any case, I hadn’t seen any kind of flying hats whizzing around my shop or ectoplasm splattered on walls. I was sure the haunting was just another local tall tale. When it came to ghosts, I was more of a skeptic than a believer.

“It’s this antique cash register,” she said. “You know it’s got those funky buttons that make a loud dinging noise when you press them?”

“Sure. I love that old register. It’s so cute and the fact that it works is even better.”

“Well, what just happened wasn’t exactly cute.” Ashley’s voice was hushed now. “Someone or something is pressing those buttons. They keep dinging.”

I frowned. “I’m sure it’s just acting up. Maybe the keys are extra sensitive.”

“I don’t think so, Paige. They just go off at random moments. Something isn’t right here. I can feel it. You know what creeps me out the most? ”

I swallowed, not wanting to know her answer. “What?”

But I thought I knew. My shop wasn’t open yet. Ashley was the only one working right now. She was supposed to be putting together displays and designing layouts.

Solo.

“No one else is here,” she stated. “When you hired me to help run Rad Hatters, your job description didn’t include having to work with a ghost.”

No, it certainly did not. I had left out that part. Because ghosts didn’t exist. Really, they didn’t.

“I’m on my way, Ash. Just hang tight.” I threw the dog treat to Lola, then in a flash, I grabbed my car keys and purse.


Chapter 5

The shop was small. But it was all mine.

Vintage, brightly colored Mexican tiles decorated Rad Hatter’s stucco front. Two large front windows, now with empty shelves, framed a neat dark wooden door. Painted pottery planters brimming full of festive red poinsettias waved in the breeze. Our hand painted sign would be ready to hang any day now. With luck, Ashley and I would be able to open the shop in one month. And I couldn’t be more proud. Crossing the threshold into my beautiful little hat shop was like coming to a second home.

Even if it was haunted.

Reportedly.

Many changes occurred here after signing the shop lease. Once Ashley was onboard, we started designing the interior. Fortunately, the 1920s architecture and woodwork details were in functional, glossy condition. The original wrought iron chandelier still cast a warm glow over the whole shop, illuminating the dark wood shelves built into the stucco walls. Thanks to her genius and artistic eye, she devised functional and beautiful displays for my hats.

Tucked in the back, my work area, stocked with carefully shelved ribbons and lace and silk flowers, buttons rolls of elastic and special fabrics, from tweed to tulle. Around the desk, neat boxes holding ribbons and lace and everything for blocking the hats. Industrial-strength making machinery, steam irons and hat forms.

Now all we needed was a supply of wares to sell.

Several winter hat designs sat on the shelves already. There was a felted brim hat in a rich wine shade, next to that a stack of slouchy beanies crocheted in a beautiful oatmeal color.

Have I mentioned I swooned over the shiny terracotta tiles that covered the floor? Or the natural light that streamed in from the large front windows?

Oh, but the antique cash register. Big. Brass.

And loud.

The register sat on the counter. It was old, and it was dignified. Covered in decorative swirls, with an ornate sign proclaiming ‘amount purchased’ at the top, the register had remained securely in the same spot for over 100 years. People came and went, buildings rose and fell, cars with fins replaced Model Ts, and shiny new EVs replaced them. The register was a relic from a time when things moved slower, the world was smaller, and more things were handmade.

Its metallic ‘ding’ still worked when I punched in numbers. As the unofficial guardian of my shop, it watched over all of our work.

“You’re here. Thank goodness,” Ashley called.

Her curly black hair with trendy caramel highlights bounced as she ran toward me. She lived and breathed fashion, always polished to perfection. Today she wore a tunic the color of a fir tree over leggings and black heeled boots. Plum-colored lipstick and a swish of metallic gold eyeliner and lashes completed the look.

“And you brought Lola. Smart idea.” She nodded her approval. “Dogs can sniff ghosts, you know.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

Ashley gave a deep nod. “Ghost hunter shows were the only thing that would make my twin boys sleep. So, I know quite a bit about ghosts.”

I glanced at the cash register. Lola had already gone over and was sniffing the floor around it. She raised her nose, trying to catch a whiff of something.

“See? Your dog can smell Eau de Phantom, too. What’s it smell like, Lola?” She bent down, eye level with my dog. “Creepy old crypts? Perhaps something better, like freshly made donuts?”

I stood still and studied Ashley. The ghost theory was so farfetched I didn’t know where to begin. “So, you believe something was pushing those buttons? Maybe it was just malfunctioning. After all, it’s pretty old.”

“It wasn’t something. It was someone. I just know it.”

I wasn’t one to jump automatically to the ghost conclusion. I had never felt nor seen one. But I silently admitted it was better to be open to the possibility. And I knew that I really didn’t want one living in Rad Hatters.

“Walk me through what happened,” I urged.

“I was over here, putting together this rack.” She gestured to a rolling rack in the corner. We had planned to drape custom-printed t-shirts and hand-knit scarves on its hangers. “I had my tunes on the speaker system. Then, I heard a ding! I turned off the music, thinking it was part of the song. But then I heard another ding. And another. So I walked over to the register. And I saw the keys moving.” Ashley’s brown eyes were wide with fear. “I swear, boss. They were moving up and down by their own, like someone’s fingers were dancing over the buttons.”

If I didn’t know Ashley, I might’ve been inclined to think she was trying to trick me. But she was Jamal’s sister, which made her practically family. She was reliable as a Swiss watch; without fail, her car was always parked in the employee lot before mine. Despite my own experience in the bridal business, she was a valuable source of knowledge about the fashion industry. Her business-savvy mindset had already saved me time and money. I would trust her with almost anything.

For a minute, I weighed what it would be like if my shop might, just might, be haunted. My shop? Get out. No spirit would spend eternity in a retail space, no matter how rad the hats.

“I’m having difficulty wrapping my mind around the fact that a ghost might be hanging out in this shop. I believe you, Ashley. I believe you’re telling me the truth about what you saw.”

I felt pleased how appropriate, how fair that came out.

“It’s freaky, huh? Check this out,” she pulled out her phone from her leggings pocket and pressed play. “I captured it on camera. Look! The keys are moving all by themselves.”

I watched carefully. Ding! Ding! Ding! went the buttons. They moved down. I asked to see it again and then again, in the hope of catching a clue to its authenticity. Not just some malfunction on an ancient cash register.

“Well?” Ashley demanded.

I inhaled sharply. It would be like admitting that fairies existed. Or unicorns ran wild in the woods. Or that Kevin’s stories about how the aliens built the pyramids weren’t total baloney.

Was I ready to believe? No, I needed something else. Some other evidence that this ghost existed. More proof. Two of my best friends, Abby and Ethan, had scientific training. When you hung around them, your world was based in facts and logic.

Both things that ghosts defied.

“Tell me which numbers this, well, ghost is pressing.” I squinted at the screen, trying to pick up any detail that could give away its secrets. “It appears to be the same thing over and over.”

“Eight, nine, four, one, five, one, two, one, two,” Ashley said. “This repeats like, three times. Paige, can I send this video to the ghost hunter show? They might be interested. It could put your shop on the map. People love haunted stuff, you know.”

I just couldn’t get those repeating numbers out of my head. There was something odd about them. The whole situation was bizarre to the max. Maybe it was some kind of code. Some kind of message. Being victims of a practical joke seemed more logical than encountering a ghost.

“Sure, that’s fine,” I responded vaguely. Business was business, and I needed money. “Do whatever you need to do.”

Then an idea hit me. “Maybe I should call Priyanka Singh first. She’s the real estate agent who brokered this deal between me and the family who owns the building.”

Ashley snapped her fingers. “Good idea. Maybe she knows something about this restless spirit. Or maybe the family does. I’ll hold off on posting until you talk to her.”

Priyanka answered in one ring. Actually, it was half a ring. Dang, she was fast.

“It’s my favorite hat girl!” Her voice full of bubbly sunshine. “What’s up, lady? Are you almost ready for your shop to open? I hope you do a soft opening. With hors d’oeuvres and something bubbly. ‘Cause I can send a lot of clients your way. Most of them have fat wallets but few possess hats.”

“Hi, Pri. You’re on speakerphone with me and my assistant, Ashley. I’m not sure how to begin, so I’ll be blunt: is this shop really haunted? Ashley thinks a ghost is pressing the keys of this antique cash register. She even caught it on camera. Me? I’m not positive about what’s going on. That’s why I’m calling.”

For once, Sea Glass Beach’s Number One Real Estate Agent was silent. And it was deafening.

Which told me everything I needed to know.

“Oh, no,” I moaned. “But ghosts aren’t real, Pri. Right?”

“I prefer to think of them more as ‘unexplained energy.’ No reason to panic, Paige,” she said, her voice chipper. Almost too chipper.

“Okay, I’ll suspend my reasoning for a moment to imagine that there’s a weird energy in here causing the cash register to freak. But please tell me that if something is floating though my shop, it’s friendly. Please,” I begged.

“We were in high school woodworking together, remember?” She asked.

That class hadn’t crossed my mind for years. “The teacher almost flunked me for all the stupid stuff I did with the band saw. It didn’t matter when I told him I just wanted to break the Guinness Book of World Records for making the largest jigsaw puzzle. He thought I was bananas.”

“But you showed that band saw who was boss. You were the only girl would wanted to use it! You were hardcore, Paige. You can handle just about anything,” Priyanka said. She was clearly trying to skirt around the ghost question.

“Including this ghost,” Ashley added.

I set my jaw. “You should’ve told me about the ghost. Or whatever it is.”

“I told you it was reportedly haunted,” Pri corrected.

I sighed. Not good. We both knew it didn’t matter what Pri had told me. This shop was the retail space of my fantasies. Saying no was impossible. Perfect location with tons of foot traffic. Cute-as-a-button antique interior, lovingly maintained by the original family.

“What I haven’t mentioned yet is that the family who owns the shop said her name is Verda. Verda Celestine,” Priyanka began.

This was too much. “The ghost is a woman and she has a name? And it’s Vera Celestial. Who’s that?”

Ashley let out a yelp. “Holy f-”, she started.

“Am I missing something?” I asked before Ashley could elaborate her feelings of shock any more. “Ashley, who was this woman?”

“Her name was Verda Celestine. Not Vera. Not Celestial. Only the most famous silent movie star of the 1920s. After the movies transitioned to sound, Verda was kinda kicked out of Hollywood and came down to Sea Glass Beach to retire. She had a bad voice for talkies. The house she lived in is just a few blocks from your cottage. I cannot believe you don’t know this, Paige.”

I shrugged. Clearly, I had slept through that part of the local history lesson in school. “So, are you saying that the ghost of a famous movie star haunts my hat shop?”

“That’s pretty much it,” Priyanka admitted. “You know already that the family who built this shop still owns it. This whole ghost thing is kind of their little secret. They say Verda only appears to select people. Usually it’s the shop owner, people close to them or employees.”

“That would check out,” Ashley mused.

“In the 1930s, when then-alive Verda moved to Sea Glass Beach, this place was a hat shop,” Priyanka continued. “It stayed a hat shop until the 1960s. Verda used to love to come here. Well, one day in 1965, when Verda was in her 70s, she shopped until she literally dropped. Of a heart attack, that is. I think she actually died right by the cash register.”

I looked down at my sandals, then up to the stamped tin ceiling. “You have got to be kidding me. A movie star died in my shop. Now you’ll tell me that her ghost sends messages from the beyond,” I challenged.

Priyanka paused again. “Yeah, about that.”

“Come on, Pri.” I waved her voice away. She couldn’t see me but my silence spoke loud and clear.

“Eight, nine, four, one, five, one, two, one, two,” I repeated at last. “I can’t believe I’m saying this but it’s a message from Verda?”

“Ashley might be able to answer this one, since she’s clearly a movie buff,” Priyanka replied. “Ash, do you know what Verda’s catch phrase was?”

Ashley scrunched up her face. “Let me think. The last movie I saw of Verda’s was ‘Moonlight over the Pacific.’ And she said, or rather the subtitles said, ‘Hi, doll.’ Hi doll! That’s her phrase.”

“Eight, nine, four, one, five, one, two, one, two.” I sounded like a robot. “Match those numbers with the letters in the alphabet and they spell…”

“Hi doll,” Ashley said, her voice quiet. “Eight is the letter H, nine is I, four is D and one and five could be 10. O is the tenth letter in the alphabet. One and two together could be the number 12, which is the letter L.”

I looked in disbelief at Ashley, then the phone, then the cash register.

“Nice sleuthing. Yep, your movie star ghost is trying to talk to you from the beyond,” Priyaka said in a congratulatory tone. “But don’t worry, she’s a friendly spirit. Sometimes she blows things around. Opens doors. Makes people feel things. That sort of thing. Nothing malevolent.”

Regardless of Verda potentially being a ghost haunting my hat shop, she wasn’t trying to force us out.

And then, something I really couldn’t explain happened. Instantly, a warm rush fill me, like I had just swallowed a bowl of my mom’s comforting chicken tortilla soup. Calm. Total calm. Finally, my head was the clearest it had been for weeks. An invisible force, like a gentle hand pressing against my eyelids, encouraging my eyes to close.

I visualized my shop. Sunlight streamed into the room. It was full of beautiful hats. A rack of custom-made fascinators and wedding veils over there. Sun hats and beanies on shelves. Smiling customers. The cash registered dinged a merry tune as it made sale after sale. I was over there, smiling. Lola was lounging on a doggie bed. Life was good.

“Hey there.” Ashley touched my arm. “This whole ghost thing doesn’t frighten you, I hope.”

Slowly, I opened my eyes and gave her a dreamy smile. Only once before did I feel like this, when the dentist gave me a happy pill. I had just gotten my wisdom teeth pulled. But this time, there was no medication. In fact, I hadn’t taken anything at all.

I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “I’m not scared. And I have this overwhelming feeling that everything’s going to be okay. It’s strange, but also nice.”

“That’s Verda, boss! She’s communicating vibes to you,” Ashley exclaimed.

That was overwhelming for me. “Vibes? You have got to be joking. Ghosts don’t have the power to make me feel relaxed.”

Ding! Ding! Ding Ding Ding! Sounded the register.

“That’s the proof right there, Paige. You gotta believe,” Ashley encouraged. “Or just open your mind.”

I rubbed my eyes.“Maybe the long hours at the shop were affecting me.”

“I’m dying to know,” Priyanka said through the phone. “Did you catch which buttons Verda pressed?”

“I even got it on my phone. Two, five, five, one, nine,” Ashley said. “Let’s see…translate those into the alphabet and it spells…”

“Y,” said Ashley. “The 25th letter in the alphabet.”

“E?” Asked Priyanka. “For five.”

“S,” Ashley finished. “Letter number 19. Together it spells ‘yes.’ Verda, if that’s really who this spirit or energy or whatever is, she just agreed to help us run our shop. Pretty amazing, huh, boss?”

I shook my head, unsure what to think. I only knew that a mere faulty cash register and an enthusiastic assistant wouldn’t be enough to convince me.


Chapter 6

Something cold and wet had just slid under the pant legs of my jeans, making my heart leap out of my chest.

“Holy…” I began, catching myself as I wobbled on my stool.

For a brief moment, it wasn’t hard to believe that the ghost of Verda Celestine, or whatever supposedly haunts my shop, had run its icy fingers along my leg.

Fortunately, the cool and somewhat slimy sensation on my skin was just Lola. Rubbing her shiny black nose on my leg.

“That’ll be 50 cents for my swear jar, missy,” I grumbled, pulling my leg away from my dog’s reach. “You scared me so much I almost beefed it.”

Lola just cocked her head.

“Snap out of it, Paige,” I told myself. Alone in my shop, my imagination was running rampant.

Ashley had gone home an hour ago. And if Verda tried anything ghastly on me, she would succeed. No offense to my guard beagle. Lola was more interested in belly rubs than ankle bites.

Now her paw tapped my leg in a way that was both adorable and also slightly irritating.

“I can’t give you any more treats. And I’ve still got to check up on these sun hat orders. Rad Hatters won’t open in time if we don’t have inventory.”

I was on the trail of a particular hat order. After Kevin’s old, well-loved straw sun hat bit the dust, I designed him a special sun hat, complete with palm tree-printed fabric lining under the brim and a comfortable chin strap. He wore it so much that soon his dawn patrol surfing buddies asked for hats. I placed an order for more of the hats, named Dawn Patrol in honor of Kevin. Each one was handmade in Los Angeles but all details, down to the cotton cord used for the strap, designed by me.

Lola let out a loud staccato of a yip and I jumped. For a panicky moment, I blinked down at my dog. She sat next to my stool. Did she smell danger? Then, she thumped her tail once, twice and three times on the hard terracotta tile floor.

“Oh, you want to go out, huh?” I glanced outside.

I hated my overreaction. Shaking my head, the moment evaporated. The sun had set long ago. Streetlamps cast a warm glow on the Main Street sidewalk. People walked past, chatting and laughing. Some paused, looking at my shop. There was nothing outside and no one to fear.

Lola sat upright, her back straight and her ears rigid at attention.

“Woof, woof!” She barked.

“What is it, girl?”

Then I heard it. The bing bong sound of my camera doorbell. Instantly, my phone buzzed with a notification of movement from the security system.

“Who would possibly want to come in right now?” I wondered aloud.

Ashley had a key. And any of my friends would’ve texted me before showing up at this late hour.

“Let’s take a peek at our visitor before I let him or her in,” I said.

It was a woman.

She was short and slight, wrapped in a wrinkled designer scarf that peeked out of a glossy leather jacket. On her feet were Italian loafers and in her arms, she carried a designer monogrammed handbag. Despite her very expensive clothes, her mousey brown hair, cut in a simple bob, and her pale, makeup-free face were low-maintenance. The bright light of the security camera footage made her look even more washed-out.

But her face was familiar. But where had I seen her before?

“We’re not open,” I called into the camera doorbell app. “Sorry.”

“I need to speak to Paige Andrews. Urgently,” she replied. Her high-pitched voice came fast and breathless.

“Who are you?”

“Patricia Mc Donnell. I am, well, was the personal assistant for Ray Lopez. I have a favor to ask of you. May I come in?”

Of course. She was the woman who had bought most of the fruitcake I had sold at the bake sale. Seeing her again was unexpected. And honestly, a bit annoying. What did she want? Work was piling up. The emails waiting in my inbox wouldn’t read themselves.

I studied Lola, who looked back at me. “What do you think, girl?”

Lola thumped her tail on the floor.

“Verda, if you’re present, give me a sign that I should let this woman in,” I said.

Crickets.

“Fine,” I muttered. Add that to the list of reasons why my shop wasn’t haunted.

It’s not like she knew my friends and I were trying to solve Ray’s death.

“Just a moment,” I spoke into my camera app.

I stood up from my stool and unlocked the door. She could have a few minutes.

She shuffled in, her limp brown hair swaying as she walked. “Patricia McDonnell. Former assistant to Ray Lopez.”

She extended a small, delicate hand and I shook it. I noticed her fingernails were free from polish, but chewed.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Patricia,” I said.

“Thank you. It means a lot.” Her eyes were suddenly moist. “And I’m sorry to have called on you at such a late hour. I know your shop isn’t even open yet. My, what a beautiful space you have here.”

“I hope to open within the month,” I said. “How can I help you, Patricia?”

Her eyes wandered around the shop, resting on the antique cash register. “Goodness, I remember when this was Silvia’s Knitting Shop. I bought yarn here to make a baby blanket for Trevor, Mr. Lopez’s son. Where does the time go?”

“It certainly flies,” I said. That order of sun hats wasn’t going to track itself down. “How can I help you?”

“With Mr. Lopez gone, my new employer is Mrs. Lopez.”

For a millisecond, her eye twitched.

I nodded encouragement to her.

“Mrs. Lopez has asked me to ask you if you would make her a mourning hat to wear at her husband’s funeral in one week. She requests an elegant black hat with a veil. Just like she saw on one of the TV detective shows.”

One week? Not possible. Not with everything else going on. And Patricia had caught my frown.

“I’m sorry, Patricia. One week is hardly any time for me to put together a special order, especially since I’m on a deadline trying to open my shop.”

“I thought you might say that. Mrs. Lopez may not know this, as she is extremely occupied by her singing career, but I am well aware that she is asking you to do this at the last minute. Whatever Mrs. Lopez wants, Mrs. Lopez gets. Money is no object to my employer.”

Now this sweetened the deal. A lot.

A smile had crept up on her lips. “She will happily pay for your expedited services because she demanded-well, asked-that you be the one to make the hat. Just name your price.”

In my years spent working as a headwear designer for Beverly Hills’ premiere wedding and special occasion boutique, I had dealt with plenty of requests from clients who were used to getting their way. One bride had requested live butterflies to be released from her wedding veil. A famous rapper desired diamonds to spell out his name on his crushed velvet bucket hat. And one time, I stayed up all night making a duplicate of a bejeweled cowgirl-themed fascinator for a Texas oil baroness who lost her original while riding a mechanical bull at a bar.

One week to make a mourning hat with a veil wasn’t exactly a piece of cake the particular week but it was doable. And I would bill accordingly.

“Certainly we can work something out,” I said, matching Patricia’s smile, then widening it. I couldn’t help it. If an indulgent person with means wanted to a spend hundreds on one of my handmade hats, I wouldn’t be the one to stop them.

“Mrs. Lopez’s wish is to look immaculate at the funeral. To honor her husband’s legacy. Of course, she hasn’t been married to him for more than a year but she did love him, despite their age difference.”

Patricia was enjoying herself, I decided. This not-so-subtle shading of her former employer’s wife. Her former employer who had been married five times and divorced women when they reached 35. It was clear as day that she hated Krystal Lopez.

But why?

“You were at the Surfing Dogs event,” I remembered. “I heard Ray mention that you and his dog were dressed as matching Christmas trees.”

Patricia nodded. Under the lighting of the wrought-iron chandelier, the bags under her eyes had bags of their own. And for a moment, I felt my chest swell with sympathy. A murdered boss- that whole situation- must be one giant headache. Her new boss was, from what I’d heard, constantly in la-la land with dreams of becoming a pop singer. The son, an egocentric ne’er-do-well.

That made Patricia the one in the household picking up the loose ends. Planning the funeral, navigating the will and maybe helping Lopez Family Farms transition to new business leadership. And she, too, grieving the loss of the Avocado King.

“I decided to dress Princess and myself as Christmas Trees,” she said almost apologetically. “I spent hours attaching all those ornaments and glitter onto the costume. It was originally supposed to be Krystal that dressed up with Princess because she is technically her Pomeranian. But when Krystal said she needed to take photos for her social media feed, I volunteered. Ray- I mean, Mr. Lopez- said Princess, and I deserved to win the costume contest. Now, we’ll never know.”

A faraway look passed in her eyes. “Poor, poor Ray.”

“Homeless Paws might be able to reschedule the event,” I said. “Then you and Princess could wear your costumes again. To honor your employer.”

Patricia laughed dryly. “Susie Chen told me there were rumblings they were going to try having the event again. She comes over to give Princess private obedience trainings, you know. They could even rename the event to The Ray Lopez Dog Surfing Competition.”

She pulled out a checkbook. With a satisfying scratch, she signed her name and handed the check to me. “A deposit.”

If Verda had brushed me with her ghostly presence at that moment, I probably would’ve fallen right over from shock. I hadn’t seen that much money for a retainer fee since…well, never. With that money, I could afford to add more designs to my shop. And pay for more advertising.

A sly smile crossed her face. “I take it you’re pleased with the amount.”

I managed a nonchalant nod. It indicated that a bill for more would come when the hat was finished.

She slid me a plain white business card with her name, phone number and email address printed neatly below. “Excellent. When the hat is finished, you’ll receive the rest. Don’t hesitate to call if there are any problems; here’s my card. Mrs. Lopez is currently recording her debut pop album and does not like to be disturbed. I am your contact. And Paige? I know it was you who found Ray’s body. I know Ethan’s mom is a murder suspect. You must be worried about them. Just be careful out there. We’re all scared. There’s a murderer on the loose in Sea Glass Beach. No one’s safe right now.”


Chapter 7

No one’s safe right now.

Patricia’s words echoed in my mind as I closed up my shop. I turned the door knob once, then twice to make sure it was locked up tight.

Check.

The security camera was on.

Check.

All safe as possible. If Ray’s killer discovered my friends and I were trying to help clear Jeanie’s name and solve the case, Rad Hatters would be an easy target.

Or even worse, we would become an easy target.

Over by the alleyway, a dark shadow moved. I stiffened, my heart thumping loudly in my ears.

Lola pulled on the leash, her sniffer pointed in the direction of the noise. At least whoever would know I had a dog with me.

The flash of fluffy striped tail and the clang of trash cans brought me back to reality.

A wave of relief washed over me. “It’s just a raccoon,” I said. It was only me, my dog and the few cars passing by on Main Street.

“Goodnight, Verda. Watch over this place, okay?”

I might as well humor my supposed paranormal resident.

Lola pulled the leash once again. The beagle was right. Time to go. It was way past our dinnertime.

We made our way to the Seagull Café. It had been Mom’s place ever since I was little. A small diner, it was painted bright blue and white. Its logo, a seagull holding a steaming cup of coffee, hung overhead. On the front patio, teal-colored tables and chairs were usually full of locals sipping their morning joe or enjoying the Hungry Surfer Special, served any time of the day. Inside, you could slide down on vinyl booths and peer out the big picture window overlooking Sea Glass Beach.

The front door tinkled as Lola and I entered. There was Mom, her salt and pepper hair tied up in her usual bun, piled high above her head. Her long earrings, made from iridescent green peacock feathers, swayed as she poured coffee for Chief Rick and Kevin. She paused to put an extra lump of sugar into Rick’s cup.

Mom and Chief Rick have been seeing each other for a while. In the beginning, I was a little weirded out by their relationship. Kevin, Rick and Mom had grown up together in Sea Glass Beach. Kevin and Rick were twins. Funny, eccentric Kevin became my godfather. Rick was always the strong and silent type. And now, Rick was Mom’s beau.

“Paige!” Kevin waved me over. Chief Rick nodded hello and Mom gave me a huge smile. I took a seat on the swivel stool next to him as Mom took Lola into her back doggie run area for some kibbles and water.

“Busy night at the shop, huh?” Mom asked, setting down a steaming bowl of chicken tortilla soup sprinkled with fresh cilantro, avocado and a dollop of sour cream. I didn’t even have to tell her my order. She knew.

“Mmm hmm,” I said, digging into the soup. Warm, creamy, with just the perfect amount of crunch from the tortilla chips and a kick of spice. “Ashley and I were getting everything ready. Hats from the L.A. factory still haven’t shipped.”

I avoided bringing up Verda’s ghost and Patricia’s visit. When I mentioned news to Mom, it quickly turned into town gossip, spreading faster than the changing ocean tide. Some things I desired to keep to myself. For now. At least until I could discuss them with my dining club.

“You’ll get the hats, I’m sure. If they’re anything like the sun hat you made me, people will snap them up like cookies,” Kevin said between mouthfuls of a grilled chicken salad.

“A salad, Kev? Usually you go for the Hungry Surfer Special. Or a double cheeseburger. Or the pancakes,” I said.

The Hungry Surfer Special was a humongous breakfast burrito, served at all hours.

Kevin turned to me, a sheepish look on his face. “I’m trying to be healthy. Linda’s on this low-carb kick and she asked me if I wanted to join her.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You and Linda?”

My godfather’s cheeks turned a slight tint of red. “You know, just helping a homie out. I asked Ricky if he wanted to join us, but no dice.”

“I’m not doing any fad diets,” Chief Rick said, pouring more ketchup on his burger. “Especially with my plate full at work.”

Kevin and I threw a knowing glance at each other. Acquiring intel from Chief Rick was crucial to advancing the case.

My godfather cleared his throat. “I was over at the Lopez house earlier today. Cleaning their pool. Man, someone’s getting a lot of use out of it. And by a lot, I mean someone had some pool parties recently. I had to refill it by several inches. The pool chairs were all draped in crumpled up, used towels and there were a bunch of reindeer and Santa-shaped inflatables in the water. Seems like there was a massive party last night or something. Kinda surprising, considering Old Man Ray just died.”

Now this was suspicious, I decided. Was someone in the household celebrating the fact that Ray was gone?

Chief Rick said nothing but his mustache bristled. He tried to hide it by taking a swig of coffee but we saw it. When his mustache twitched, it usually meant that you were on the right track with your probing.

I opened my phone and scrolled through my social media feed. There was the City of Sea Glass Beach account, advertising their upcoming Holiday Night Market. Then, a video posted by Homeless Paws. It showed an adorable puppy with shiny black fur and paws it still needed to grow into getting tummy rubs and treats from volunteers. Then, my eyes rested on a suggested account I had never seen before.

Lopez Family Farms.

Their logo was a minimalistic-looking avocado. I clicked their profile and saw something that made my jaw almost fall to the floor.

“Trevor Lopez is the new CEO of Lopez Family Farms,” I said. “Look, there’s a photo of him in this post. He looks ecstatic.”

“Trevor Lopez can run on a treadmill but actually running a company? No way,” Mom said, her hand on her hip. “That boy barely graduated high school. Word on the street whispered that the only reason he got into USC was because his dad was a major donor. He scraped by and was lucky that Ray offered him a job at the family company. Because no one else would’ve hired Trevor. He’s a lazy spoiled rich kid.”

I arched my eyebrow in surprise. “Wow Mom, I didn’t know you hated Trevor so much.”

Mom crossed her arms in front of her server apron. “I don’t hate him. I’m just tired of spoiled, entitled children getting the easy way out.”

“Annie has every right not to like him,” Rick stated. “When Trevor was a teen, he and his friends got caught on a security camera while tagging the back of the Seagull Café with spray paint.”

This was news to me. “You never said anything about it.”

“You were busy with fashion school applications, Paige. I didn’t want to add to your stress. The little snot did say he was sorry,” Mom said, adding a massive eye roll. “And for a moment, I believed him. Trevor’s mom, not his stepmom, of which he had plenty, but his biological mother, had just died from cancer. I thought, I’ll give him a break. But then the kid did it again, six months later. D’you know how hard it is to remove spray paint from concrete? And he got off easy with community service. All because his father was a bigwig in town.”

“That’s not really true, Annie. But having Ray as his dad definitely helped him pay for the best lawyer money could buy,” Rick said.

Kevin stroked his chin. “The question is did Trevor get CEO promotion because Ray died? If that’s true, the promotion would be a solid motive for him to get rid of his father. And Trevor was at the Surfing Dogs event, too. I saw him. He was hanging around Krystal or as I like to call her, Wife Number Five.”

Chief Rick put down his salad fork with a clang. Police Chief mode activated. “Now wait just a moment, little brother.”

His voice had been commanding, stern. Several customers seated at nearby booths paused to look at us.

I held my breath, knowing what was coming next.

“Younger by one minute, dude,” Kevin mumbled under his breath, stirring his chicken salad around with his fork.

Kevin was used to his brother bossing him around. Chief Rick was like a chocolate candy with a hard shell. Tough on the outside, soft on the inside. When he thought he needed to protect the people he loved, he became like a German Shephard police dog. Protective, with a bark that could be heard for miles.

He dabbed his mustache with his napkin. “You and Paige need to listen to me. Someone murdered Ray Lopez.”

“Yeah man, we know. Paige found the body.” Kevin adjusted the mirrored sunglasses resting on top of his disheveled head. “Someone stabbed him in the back with the ugliest knife I’ve ever seen. Whoever designed that knife either hates the holidays or hates cooks. Or both. You and the force think Jeanie Lopez did it. And I get it, man. She had a nasty argument with her brother right before he died. She has history with him, man. But no one can deny Jeanie is one of the nicest people in town. Legit, the sweetest lady you’ll ever meet. No offense, Annie.” He threw Mom a wink.

Mom shrugged. “It’s true. Jeanie is the best. She’s kind, hardworking and has the patience of a saint. Especially after all the dung that’s been thrown on her by Ray.”

Rick shook his head. “I don’t want the Beachside Dining Club to get involved in this case. Period. End of discussion. This is a murder investigation, Paige and Kevin. I will have no problem arresting you for obstruction of justice if I find out you’re trying to solve the case on your own.”

I met Kevin’s eyes, and we both swallowed. Hard.

Rick had warned us off our last case, too. And we knew he meant it. But now, he seemed stressed. Worried. Like he was trying to protect us from getting hurt. He didn’t grasp Ethan’s desperation when he came to us for help. We couldn’t turn away a friend. The dining club didn’t do that.

“Don’t worry, Rick,” I said. “We know it’s dangerous.”

“Stabbed, Paige,” Rick said. “Ray Lopez was murdered in cold blood. Whoever killed Ray may strike again. Everyone in this town knows this. They understand it.”

“Ricky, chill, man.” Kevin emptied his glass container of ranch dressing on top of the rest of the salad, shaking it to get every last drop out. “We’re not looking for trouble. I was simply commenting on the situation. That’s all. Hey Annie, could I get some ranch dressing? That’s low carb, right? Please tell me that ranch is a-okay.”

“Yes, Kevin, ranch is low carb. Let me go get Brooke to grab a refill for you. It’ll just be a sec. I need to check on table five over there. Looks like that toddler just dumped all of his lasagna on the floor.”

With Mom’s back turned, I swiveled on my stool, just a bit closer to Rick and motioned for Kevin to join us.

“So, Rick. Honestly, we don’t want trouble by interfering where we shouldn’t,” I said. “But maybe we can help you.”

Rick grunted, his mouth full. “I’m listening.”

“We see people,” Kevin explained. “Hear things, too. Heck, I cleaned the Lopez pool today.”

Rick narrowed his eyes. “That’s true. But I don’t trust you and your dining club to not meddle. Innocently overhearing a conversation is completely different from seeking out suspects to ask them questions.”

“We know this. But we’re offering to help if we hear or see anything,” I said. “And that’s a big if. We know Jeanie Lopez is your prime suspect. But your team must also be looking at Ray’s current wife, Krystal, his son, Trevor, Morgan the Mime and Malachi Crescenzo. They all had motives to want Ray dead. And they were all at the beach.”

Rick’s mustache bristled. “I cannot comment on that, Paige. You know that.”

Bingo. From the corner of my eye, Kevin’s face lit up like he got a puppy for Christmas. A little jolt of excitement certainly surged through my veins. We were on the right path. Now we knew our suspects.

Brooke, her long blonde ponytail and frosted pink lipstick, just the same as always, appeared at the counter.

“Side of ranch?” she asked, holding up a soup cup for Kevin.

“Yo, Brooke,” Kevin said. “That’s ranch dressing, right? Not a cup of clam chowder?” He peered into the cup and dipped his finger into the white sauce. “Yeah, that’s ranch. He smacked his lips. “Really good, too. Hey, I’ll take it.”

“Annie said you’d probably run out if I gave you a small sauce cup.”

Kevin nodded. “She’s right.”

An idea came to me. I knew how we could get more information on where Ray’s money went. Follow the money and we might bag ourselves a killer.

“Hey there, Brooke. How’s your sister?” I asked.

Brooke’s sister was a paralegal at the biggest law firm in town. And she liked to gossip just about as much as her sister and my Mom.

“Chelsea? Oh, she’s great! Just got promoted to paralegal manager.” Brooke flipped her ponytail. “The stuff that happens in that office? Hoo boy.” Her ponytail moved back and forth as she shook her head. “Chels could write a novel. They’re lucky to have her down there. She runs that office like a tight ship.”

“Great,” I said with a smile. “Well, let her know that we all say hi!”

“Will do! Hey, nice seeing you, too. Kevin, we need your photo on the bulletin board again,” she said. “For the Hungry Surfer Special challenge! You’ve completed it for…” she paused, glancing at the board full of photos of people smiling with clean plates in front of them. “Ten years?”

“Twelve, I think. And sorry, Brooke. I’m not doing that this year. I’m on a low-carb diet. And the Hungry Surfer challenge is deffo not low-carb. Catch me next year and we’ll see.”

She shrugged. “Your loss, Kevin Barnes. I bet you’ll change your mind, though. You usually do.”

With a swish of her ponytail, she left to go refill a customer’s empty coffee cup.

Chief Rick cleared his throat. “I’m not going to remind you guys again. You’ll get no sympathy from me.”

Kevin and I exchanged a knowing glance. We had to behave.

As much as possible, that was.

“It’s all good, bro,” Kevin said. “No funny stuff. You can bet your next cup of coffee and raised glazed donut.”


Chapter 8

The Beachside Dining Club group chat was all abuzz.

Kevin and I had filled in the crew about what we had learned last night: that Trevor Lopez was now CEO of his dad’s company and that we had Trevor’s motive for killing his dad.

From Chief Rick, we had discovered that we had hit the bullseye on our suspect list.

Bzzz. Bzzz.

My phone vibrated again, for the umpteenth time today. But instead of it being one of my dining club friends, it was Mom. Last night, I had asked her to ask Brooke if her paralegal sister had learned anything about Ray’s will.

All on the down-low, of course. Raising Rick’s blood pressure was the last thing I wanted.

Mom agreed to help Jeanie, ignoring Rick’s warnings due to the allure of tantalizing gossip. Not only was Mom a lip-reader, but she prided herself in knowing pretty much everything about everybody. When she was left in the dark, she never stayed there long.

You’ll never guess who gets most of Ray’s money, came her text.

I held my breath, watching the little blinking dots on the phone screen as Mom continued to write.

Krystal, of course. Now she’s worth millions.

I nodded appreciatively. Krystal, eh? That spelled murder motive in towering glowing neon lights, as big as the Las Vegas Strip. It also explained her splashy spending on her custom hat order.

There’s a small amount going to Homeless Paws, which is nice. And a bit to his assistant.

None to his son? I typed.

Mom typed a thumbs down emoji. Not that I heard. But get this: Ray changed his will a week before his death.

I inhaled, holding for a long moment, thinking this over. It was shocking, to say the least. It sounded like something right out of a Sven Larson detective novel. An old man, angry and disappointed with his lazy son writes him out of his will. Days later, he’s dead.

But something must’ve happened to make his change his will. Something that pushed Ray Lopez over the tipping point.

Ray cut his son out of the will a week before he died? I responded.

Apparently Ray had a blow-out argument with Trevor. Told him it was past time for him to start taking accountability. He went to his lawyer to change the will the next day, Mom texted.

Wow. Anything else? I typed back.

Nope. Keep you updated, she replied.

Tell Brooke I say thanks. And remember, Mom, Chief Rick doesn’t need to know about this. He’ll just get angry.

Mom typed the LOL emoji. He already knows all this news, honey. Not sure how much it helps his case. Still thinks Jeanie did it. K gotta go. TTYL XOXO.

I gave a slow shake of my head. As if we needed any more motivation to find Ray’s real killer.

I put the phone down and stared at our crime board, covered with more index cards. I closed my eyes, trying to do what Sven Larson does whenever he’s forcing his brain to find the solution to the puzzle.

Think.

Who did this to the Avocado King?

Krystal.

Krystal, the wife.

Krystal, her pink lipstick, her hair, her voice.

Krystal, who loved her husband’s money.

Krystal, who was young and beautiful and a gold digger.

Krystal, who stuck a knife in her husband’s back.

That’s how life went sometimes. Was this right?

But then, Lola yipped, breaking my concentration. I opened my eyes. Lola had dragged her new red life vest out from the hall closet and placed it at my feet.

It was hard not to smile. “You want to practice surfing for the upcoming Santa Paws Surfing Dogs competition?”

Linda had received approval from the police, city, and Lopez family to host the fundraiser once more. The second round of Santa Paws would be held in two weeks. The weekend after next. The only thing Lola and I had to do was practice. And I needed to make our matching costumes.

The sun was bright and high in the turquoise-blue sky when Lola and I arrived at the beach. Surfing was something I had loved ever since high school. While paddling in the ocean, silently awaiting a wave, I connected with the immense force of the Pacific. It was easy to just drive by the ocean and marvel at its sparkling waters or colorful sunsets. But when I sat on my board, completely at the whim of the tides, I felt at peace with both the delicate ecosystem underneath me and the awe-inducing power of the waves surrounding me.

I filled my lungs with fresh, salty sea air. Above me, seagulls cawed. Further from the shore, a pod of pelicans swooped low, looking for lunch.

Other surfers were out, too. They bobbed in the distance, lingering for the perfect wave.

I was ready. Lola looked ready. She panted, a big grin on her face as she watched a seagull wrestle with a clump of seaweed. Getting that red life vest on her had been a breeze. All she had to do was hop on a board and ride it into shore.

“Easy peasy, right, Lola?” I asked, scratching her ears.

She looked at me, her chocolate brown eyes big.

“Okay, let’s get you in the water first.”

I prodded her shoulders gently, leading her to the water’s edge. She trotted merrily, as if she had been born to surf.

“Good girl!” I called.

My brave girl stood there on the beach, looking out at the horizon.

A wave kissed the tops of her paws.

And Lola froze.

“Come on, Lola,” I encouraged. “It’s just a little water. You’re safe with me.”

I pushed her lightly. She stood still on her stocky, sturdy and stubborn beagle legs. Looking up at me, she shook her ears, expressing her refusal. ‘I’m not going and you can’t make me!’

I groaned. It had all started out so well. “For real, Lola? It’s just water. You take baths at home every week. You love them.”

Well, okay, an overstatement. Lola tolerated bath time. If our scrubbing session went longer than two minutes, she jumped out and shook herself dry. Then proceeded to paw at my back screen door, desperate to roll in the backyard grass.

“I see Lola’s a bit cautious when it comes to the water,” a deep voice said behind me.

I turned around to see Adam and Archie, his small black and white foster dog. His wavy sandy hair framed a handsome tanned face. He was tall and lanky and when he smiled at me, laughter lines crinkled at the corners of his eyes. Of course his wetsuit was form-fitting. And of course he brought his surfboard. But I wasn’t ogling his body. I was focusing my gaze on his friendly face and even, white smile.

“It’s my favorite veterinarian,” I said, my heart in my ears. “Long time, no see.”

“I know,” he said, his voice edged with fatigue. “We’ve been up to our eyeballs in extra work at Homeless Paws this month. If it continues like this, I’ll have to work on Christmas Day. That means Santa will have to eat extra milk and cookies to sustain him for the long shift. Maybe Archie can be my little helper elf this year,” he said, picking up his dog.

Archie was a tough little guy, with wiry fur and adorable folded-over ears that reminded me of tortilla chips. He wore a bright blue doggie life vest, too.

“Is Archie going surfing?” I asked.

Adam nodded. “We’ve signed up for the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs event, round two. Linda encouraged me to do it and really, I couldn’t say no. I love surfing and I love dogs. Are you and Lola practicing, too?”

“Trying to. So far, it’s a little bumpy. It seems that Miss Lola is reluctant to go into the water.”

“Hmm.” Adam was quiet for a few moments. “Maybe if we practice together, she won’t be so scared. Old Archie might be a senior dude, but he has a real knack for getting on a board. Don’t you, dude?” Adam’s large, tanned hand patted Archie’s little black and white head.

I swear my heart thudded against my eardrum.

As Adam guided Archie out into the water, Lola and I watched them paddle out, then ride back in on a wave. In the back was Adam. Archie, his tongue panting, sat at the front of the board like a ship’s tiny figurehead. He was loving every second of it.

“Woohoo!” I called, clapping as the two boys dismounted from the board. “That was amazing. You’re a natural, Archie. See, Lola? It’s not too scary.”

I placed my board in the water. Gingerly, Lola hopped on, her legs shaking.

“It’s okay, Lola,” I said. “We’re going to try it. If you don’t want to do it, we’ll come back to land and we won’t do it anymore.”

Her brown eyes met mine for a moment. She trusted me. And soon, we paddled out, Lola clutching on to the board. She was nervous, but she didn’t try to jump off.

By some kind of miracle, whether it was the benevolent spirit of my shop’s resident ghost or just pure luck, Lola and I were soon riding a wave back to shore and it was Adam who was clapping for us.

“That was amazing! Lola, I’m so proud of you.” Adam reached down to give my beagle a big hug. “Great work out there, Paige. Keep practicing and soon, Lola will be a pro. She might even win the competition.”

I ruffled her ears. “Whaddya think, missy? Are we going to cream the competition and snag the coveted Santa hat prize?”

Lola flopped over on her back, exposing her freckled tummy. I scratched her chest, and she sneezed. Then she jumped up and started to shake, sand flying everywhere.

My laughter rang out. “She hates being covered in sand. Oh Lola, you have a lot to get used to if you’re going to become a champion surfing dog!”

“Hey, I think you two deserve a treat. Or five,” Adam said.

He motioned for us to follow. We all decamped to several beach towels, complete with a bag of doggie treats.

“Riley made these last night,” Adam said. “Oatmeal and apples.”

He tossed a few to Archie and Lola, who sprawled out on the towels and crunched them with relish. “You know,” he began, “I think Riley bakes when she’s nervous. She has a big math test coming up next week. I keep asking her if she’s ready, and all she says is ‘Yeah, Dad,’ but somehow, I’m not sure if she’s telling me the truth. Math has never been her strongest subject.”

“I bake when I’m nervous, too,” I said. “But also when I’m happy. Cooking is another way I express creativity. So I can relate to your daughter. Sometimes, my doctored-up recipes work out well. Other times it doesn’t stick, like when I made the mini fruitcakes with a dash of dark chocolate for the bake sale. I only sold a few of them. And mostly to Ray Lopez’s assistant. Speaking of, she came by Rad Hatters yesterday.”

I didn’t know why I was telling Adam this. But something about his relaxed personality made me feel comfortable.

“She did?” he asked, pushing a wavy lock of hair out of his eyes. “But you’re not open for business yet.”

“She told me that Ray’s wife Krystal wanted to order a hat for his funeral next week. And she offered me a lot of money for it, too.”

He whistled low. “You’re making the hat, right? The Lopez clan is loaded, you know. Their avocados are as green as the stacks of bills in their bank account.”

“You’re not a fan of that family, I gather,” I said.

Adam looked away. “I don’t want to speak ill of the dead.”

“Of course not. But…” I encouraged.

“One of my buddies is a suspect in Ray’s murder and I don’t think he did it. At all. He’s a good dude.”

I squinted. “You’re friends with Trevor?”

This I could hardly believe. Hardworking, handsome Dr. Adam seemed to live on a completely different planet from lazy, gym-rat nepo-baby Trevor.

“Trevor Lopez?” He scoffed. “No way. I’m friends with Malachi Crescenzo. You know, Ray’s former personal chef. Ray ruined his career. Well, almost.”

So, those rumors that Abby had told me and the rest of the Beachside Dining Club were true. And it sure sounded like a motive for murder.


Chapter 9

“Ray Lopez ruined Malachi Crescenzo’s career,” I repeated, raking my hand through my long brown hair. “But why?”

Adam sighed. His sapphire-blue eyes met mine, holding my gaze for a moment long enough for me to feel my cheeks burn. “I’m not sure I should be telling you this. I know it’s not something he’s proud of, even if he was fired unfairly. I don’t think he’d breathe a word about it, especially if you or your friends started asking him questions. Because I’m sure you’re investigating Ray’s death, right?”

“The dining club and I just want to see justice served. And get Ethan’s mom off the suspect list. We’re not trying to interfere in the case,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest.

“A noble cause. I support you, of course. And after you guys found Justin Thyme’s killer, Chief Rick would be lucky to have you on his side.”

How annoying.

If Adam knew the Beachside Dining Club was going after whoever murdered Ray, half the town knew it, too. And the other half probably expected it. But Chief Rick’s multiple stern warnings from yesterday still rang in my ears. If we wanted to help Ethan, we’d have to play it cool.

“Don’t make it sound like we’re playing detective again.” My voice was barely louder than the waves crashing in the distance. “ I’m trying to avoid trouble.”

“I understand. Hey, I’ll make you a deal, Paige Andrews. I’ll keep your detective mission a secret if you promise me to keep Malachi’s story only between us and the people who need to know.”

That was an easy yes. “So, what happened to make Ray fire Malachi?”

“Malachi’s a few years younger than me. Than us.”

I followed Adam’s eyes. Lola and Archie were taking a nap in the bright sunshine. Lola’s leg was resting on Archie’s back. Every few minutes, she’d kick her foot, jostling her new furry friend. But his little eyes never flickered open. His sleep wasn’t disturbed, and he didn’t seem to mind being next to her.

“We connected during a surf meetup soon after he moved here and got his job as personal chef for Ray Lopez. He’s an amazing chef and went to cooking school in New York.”

“That job must’ve been a sweet gig,” I said. “I’ve heard personal chefs can make a lot of money.”

“That’s not the vibe I got from Malachi. He was always complaining about not having enough money. But he liked the job enough.”

This didn’t make any sense.

“If Malachi was paid so poorly, I don’t understand why he kept working for Ray. He’s a talented chef. He could’ve gone anywhere. Right?”

Adam shrugged. “I have no idea why he stayed with Ray. Malachi told me that he was fired because one night three months ago, he was asked to make a five-course dinner for one of Ray’s visiting business partners. Apparently, the dude thought the color red was bad luck. But Ray and his assistant never told Malachi not to serve anything red. Can you guess what happened next?”

“He presented the businessman with a plate of fresh heirloom tomatoes. The ripest, juiciest, reddest tomatoes he had ever seen,” I mused.

Adam stretched out his long legs on the beach towel. “You got it. The dude flipped out, Ray flipped out even more and Malachi was fired.”

“That’s horrible.”

I had allowed my eyes to stray to Adam’s wetsuit-clad torso. It was tight enough to see the outline of his powerful shoulders. I wondered if he had started dating again. It had been several years since his wife had died. Maybe he was ready to start getting out there. Mom had told me that his friends were trying to set him up with someone.

Adam stood up and brushed sand off his wetsuit. “You know what’s not horrible? Malachi’s cooking. He has his food truck parked right outside the beach today. He’s only had it about a month but it’s become super popular among the surfing crowd. Would you like to get something to eat together?”

I could’ve screamed YES and maybe added some jumps and hand claps, too. But instead, I opted for a much more refined and mature “That sounds great.”

After changing into our street clothes, Lola and I followed Adam and little Archie up the hill, past the beach parking lot and to the side street that hugged the top of the beach. The mouthwatering smell of charred burgers, sweet caramelized onions and crispy French fries floated from the truck to my nose, sending me into a food trance. At that moment, my face probably resembled the heart-eyes emoji. But instead of hearts floating in my eyes, it would be a big juicy burger. There, parked in the cul-de-sac, was a bright blue food truck, the same color as the afternoon sky, ‘Surf Bum Burgers and Bites’ painted in a bold red font. The logo of a burger with a surfboard hung from the side of the truck.

“Hey, bro!” Adam called, waving at the man inside the truck.

“Adam Harper, my man!” Malachi waved back, a huge smile on his tanned face. His dark, curly hair was pulled back into a man bun. A small scar by his left eyebrow only added to his rough and artsy-pirate charm. He wore a blue t-shirt with the truck’s logo and on his muscular forearms a tattoo sleeve.

“How are the waves today?” Malachi asked. “Did you and your lady friend have some good luck?”

“Oh, I’m not his girlfriend,” I corrected quickly. “I’m Paige Andrews. I own Rad Hatters on Main Street. We’re not open for business, yet.”

“You’re the hat lady Adam keeps talking about,” Malachi said with a knowing smile. “You made that sun hat he always wears. It’s a nice design. Your hat business will do well here.”

I smiled. Adam mentioned me! I murmured something like “Thank you.” I couldn’t help but think that on first impression, Malachi was friendly and kind. And he must be a decent person, too, because he was friends with Adam. It was hard to believe that Ray fired him for such a silly thing like serving the color red.

“Paige and I are old friends. And neighbors, too. I was helping her dog learn to surf for the reboot of the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs Fundraiser in two weeks,” Adam explained.

“Ah. Now I see. “You and your dogs must be hungry after all that work,” Malachi observed. “Please, my friends, order anything you’d like off the menu. My treat.”

Malachi was quickly becoming one of my favorite people in Sea Glass Beach. I glanced at the menu written on the side of the truck. How could I possibly choose? It all looked so good. Burgers, fries, crispy chicken sandwiches. Black bean burgers. Salads. Freshly baked pretzels.

Malachi must’ve seen my face scrunched up as I weighed my food decisions because he pointed at an item on the menu.

“Try my famous black bean burger with a side of sweet potato fries and the house-made limeade. I promise you won’t regret it. And for your little dog? A plain burger patty made with grass-fed beef and my secret blend of spices.”

Soon, we all moved to a nearby picnic table, munching contentedly on our lunch. Adam had ordered a spicy chicken sandwich. Archie and Lola were quiet, too, as they chewed on their burgers.

“This is so good.” My words were muffled by my mouth full of black bean burger.

“Right?” Adam took a swig of his limeade. “Malachi opened his food truck and catering business as a way to make money until he has enough to open his own restaurant in Sea Glass Beach.”

I swallowed my last bite, reveling in bliss. My stomach was full, the sun was warm and the Pacific Ocean sparkled below us.

And the company I was with wasn’t too bad, either. If my high school-aged nerdy self could’ve seen me now, hanging out with one of the most popular and handsome guys in town, she would’ve snorted in disbelief.

But, here I was.

“I wish Malachi could be my personal chef,” I stated. “I just don’t get it. Why did Ray ever let him go? That story of Malachi serving the color red to someone just doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t have to.”

I turned around to face Malachi. He slid into the empty seat next to me. “It was difficult to work for a man like Ray Lopez. I won’t deny that.”

Instantly, my mind pictured Malachi, working long, hot hours in the kitchen to meet his boss’ odd demands.

“What did he do to make your job hard?” I needed to know.

Resting his head in his hands, Malachi let out a long, exhausted sigh. “What didn’t he do is a more appropriate question. Ray was a perfectionist. He pushed me to my culinary limits. He had constant parties and business events. All these VIPs in their shiny cars, expensive watches, fake tans and plastic smiles needed to be pleased. Staying on top wasn’t easy for Ray. When he was stressed, which was often, he took it out on me. I was up with the sun and down past midnight most days.”

Adam shook his head. “Dude, I had no idea. That’s awful. Why did you stay? You’re such a good chef. You could’ve worked anywhere.”

For a moment, a flicker of some sentiment passed behind Malachi’s dark eyes. Fear? Maybe worry. Or maybe nothing. Because a smile spread on his face from ear to ear.

“I wanted the challenge. And I learned so much more from working for Ray than I ever did in culinary school or chopping vegetables at Michelin-starred restaurants in New York. Because I pushed myself to the edge, Beachside Burgers and Bites just got a cookbook deal with a major publishing house.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise. Adam had told me his food truck had only been operating for a month. And now, Malachi had a cookbook deal. Stranger things have happened, I supposed.

“Congrats, bro!” Adam said as the two men fist-bumped. “That’s killer. When’s it coming out?”

“Oh, sometime next year, hopefully.” He tilted his head to one side. “You know how fickle the entertainment industry is.”

Adam laughed. “I’m a veterinarian, dude. I know about cats and dogs. And the occasional gerbil or iguana. But Paige worked in L.A. for years. She rubbed elbows with a bunch of celebrities.”

“Ah, that’s right,” Malachi said. “You worked for Rory’s of Beverly Hills. My mom loves to watch that new reality show that features them. What’s it called? Gown Glow Up?”

I pursed my lips in mild annoyance. That reality show was the brainchild of the young intern who got promoted instead of me. When that didn’t happen, I decided to quit Rory’s of Beverly Hills. So, I held my breath and jumped into my small business.

Malachi chuckled. “You look like you just swallowed a sour pickle, whole. I take it you aren’t an avid viewer of Gown Glow Up.”

“Not really,” I said.

“But speaking of Beverly Hills, you know who loved shopping on Rodeo Drive? Krystal, Ray’s wife,” Malachi said. “Oh yes, I got to know Krystal quite well while working for Ray. The pretty young wife who wants to become the next pop sensation. She’s only 25 but feels the clock is ticking on her career. You can sense her desperation for attention from a mile away.”

I leaned closer to Malachi. “What was the relationship between Ray and his wife like?”

“Fine. At first. The bills for the private lessons, sound equipment, recording sessions in L.A. and shopping trips in Beverly Hills started adding up. Ray realized that Krystal’s little singing hobby was becoming more expensive than he’d like. I don’t know if I should be saying this.” Doubtful, he glanced around cautiously before continuing to speak.

“We won’t breathe a word,” I promised, my heart practically skipping two or three beats. “Right, Adam?”

Adam, his mouth full of some of the sweet potato fries I had given him, shook his head.

“Well, the day before I was fired, so around three months ago, I heard Ray tell Krystal that if she didn’t reign in her spending, he’d cut her off. Cold turkey. As you can imagine, that announcement did not go over well. The next thing I saw, mascara was running down her face and she jumped into her sports car and sped away. Probably to Trevor’s house. Those two were as thick as thieves.”

I stared at Malachi, hardly believing my luck. My early Christmas gift - information about suspects, given to me by Malachi. Mom had told me that Krystal was worth millions now that her husband was dead. She had to be the killer. Was this the reason she stabbed him? Maybe to her, it was the only way she could save her struggling singing career.

Adam narrowed his eyes, breaking my thoughts. “That’s nuts. I wonder if Krystal and Trevor were kind of, you know, into each other.”

Malachi shrugged. “If they were, they kept it under wraps. But I do know one thing. The day that Ray was killed, those two were together non-stop. And now I see that Trevor is the new CEO of Lopez Family Farms. I wouldn’t be surprised if those two collaborated to kill Ray.”


Chapter 10

“There. Perfect.” I adjusted the lovely black netting on Krystal Lopez’s funeral fascinator and stepped back from my workstation at Rad Hatters. A swooping twist crafted in a black, finely woven straw fabric called sinamay. It had the right amount of details without overdoing it.

I wanted to bring unforgettable style to the design. First, I cut the sinamay, then rolled and molded the material into a big, statement-making bow. I attached it to a fascinator base and added a few swooping black feathers for extra drama. A delicate veil made from light-as-air Russian birdcage veil netting added a touch of mystery.

Ashley, who had been making a window display sketch, looked up from her paper and whistled low. “That’s giving me tragic, yet beautiful grieving widow whose 90-year-old husband died under mysterious circumstances. She’ll miss him, but soon the thrills of a full bank account and parties on her private yacht will fill that bottomless pit of loneliness.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Then my work here is done.”

Ashley was perfectly accurate with her description. Possibly the most fitting hat I had ever made for a client.

And I finished ahead of schedule, too.

My eyes wandered around my shop and its still-empty shelves. I couldn’t wait for the day when I could fill the ‘bespoke’ section with examples of my handiwork. Lacy bridal veils, with sequined flowers and a chic smattering of rhinestones. An elegant top hat, crafted in shimmering black silk. Several fascinators featuring lush blooms in baby pink, sunshine yellow or vibrant cerulean. Those could be worn at elegant garden parties. The kind of party with a chocolate fountain and endless flutes of bubbling Champaign.

Ding! Ding! Ding! I practically jumped out of my skin as the metallic clang from the antique cash register echoed across the shop.

“It’s Verda!” Ashley whispered. “She’s trying to tell us something. Oh, I’m too freaked to go over to that creepy cash register. But I’m dying to know what she wants to say!”

“Don’t be scared, Ash.”

“Can’t help it! We’re in the presence of paranormal energy, Paige. You can’t deny there’s something strange going on here.”

In the past few days, I had been practically living at Rad Hatters while I finished Krystal’s hat and worked on getting my shop ready to open. The more time I spent at my shop, the closer I was to the possibility that Rad Hatters was home to a chatty resident ghost who happened to be a 1920s movie star with a sassy attitude.

And she was proving to be quite vocal with her likes and dislikes about my hat designs.

“Strange, perhaps. Verda’s not dangerous or anything. But she does have an eye for fashion, don’t you, Verda?”

It was then that Krystal’s hat flew off my hat block and landed on the floor.

I looked at Ashley. Her eyes were as wide as my sun hat brims.

“That was whack,” she said. “There’s no wind in here. No blowing heat from a vent. Verda can’t move stuff, Paige.”

“Maybe she’s just bored. What’s your opinion about this hat, Verda? You were quite the fashion plate back in the day. It’s for a funeral.”

I lifted the hat off the floor and showed it to the cash register.

Nothing. The register was silent. And I felt silly for entertaining the thought that I’d get some kind of paranormal answer to my question.

“Well, I know what someone as glam as her would’ve said: keen!” Ashley said. “Verda had a flair for style. I’m sure she’s happy to be surrounded by all these beautiful hats.”

“Thanks, Ash.”

I meant it. Oh, to have seen Verda as she had been when she was alive. After learning about her from Ashley, I had searched online. Images of a glamorous woman with a wavy platinum blonde bob, dripping in sparkly jewelry, with down-turned pencil-thin eyebrows and a coy smile on her dark lips. And her hat game had been on point, too.

Wool felt cloches, with sumptuous rosettes.

Jewel-encrusted silk turbans.

Broad straw garden hats, complete with a sprig of flowers.

Embroidered and beaded toque hats, sitting low and mysterious on her head.

The stuff of my millinery dreams.

Verda had been one of the It Girls of the 1920s silent movie scene. Watching clips of her films, I could see why. She usually played the smart-talking, streetwise young flapper who broke everyone’s heart. When she was on camera, I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her.

“So what’s your plan with the hat?” Ashley asked.

I pulled out a hatbox, bearing the shop’s name in a sweeping cursive font, from under my temporary work desk and placed it on the table. Normally, I’d be crafting my hats in the small back room. But since no customers milled around the shop yet, I was free to work in the large open area. “I’m going to surprise Krystal Lopez and go deliver this hat right now. And collect the rest of my big, juicy paycheck.”

“She’ll love that, I’m sure. I’ll keep on drawing my display design. Don’t forget to tell her that Verda Celestine gave the hat her blessing!”

“I would bet 100 bucks that Krystal doesn’t even know what a silent movie is.” I scooped up the hatbox. “I should be back within the hour. Hold down the fort for me while I’m gone. And Verda,” I said, looking at the cash register, “Try to behave, okay?”

The drive up the Lopez’s winding private driveway was so long, I was starting to wonder if my phone’s map was incorrect. I passed groves of orange trees, their cheerful bright fruit ripe for the picking. Then a horse stable. And then, the wrought iron security gate.

I pressed the button, anticipating a scratchy voice to inquire about my identity and intentions.

But all I could hear was static.

I glanced at my smartwatch. It was just after 10:00. I still had orders to complete and Ashley’s marketing plan to examine. “Come on.” I gritted my teeth in annoyance as I pushed the button again. “I don’t have all day.”

Just a few minutes, I decided.

During my wait, a small squirrel hopped to the gate. I could see it on the other end: a ripe orange, bitten to expose the juicy interior. A sweet treat for the little forager, I thought. With his nose in the air, he sniffed, then charged ahead. He jumped through the space between the iron bars in the fence. And when he did, he dislodged the gate ever so slightly. Slowly, on creaking hinges, it swung open.

Should I enter?

I searched in all directions for any signs of other people. No one. No waiting car, no security person waving me ahead. It was just me and the ground squirrel who was happily munching on the juicy orange. I glanced back at the hatbox resting on the passenger seat. It needed to be delivered. And I needed the rest of my money. The generosity of my friends’ investments and my own small business loan could only go so far.

“Let’s go unite you with your new owner. What’s the worst that can happen, after all?” I wondered aloud, pressing my foot on the gas pedal. No one would mind the hat lady in the 10-year-old, high mileage hatchback. So, I made my way to the house and parked on the gravel drive.

Another car was here, too. The rust on the 25-year-old compact car was so thick that pieces of its body bore Swiss cheese-like holes. Despite the California plates, it had lived most of its life somewhere other than Sea Glass Beach, I thought. This car had seen harsh, cold weather and salted roads.

As I opened my door and climbed out, it was impossible not to marvel at the Avocado King’s mansion.

The house was like something out of a house tour video. The kind where the celebrity opens the heavy front door, beams at you like an old friend and ushers you inside their immaculate home. It towered above me like a Spanish Colonial layer cake, frosted in white stucco and sprinkled with archways, windows and light fixtures.

In the windows, sheer curtains billowed romantically in the wind. For a moment, I imagined a suave, masked prince on horseback whisking me away to this retreat to escape the enemy. Hot pink bougainvillea climbed up the side of a rustic, dark wood front door. To the side, a small fountain decorated with hand-painted tiles tinkled and splashed merrily. And of course, benches sat underneath the shade of several leafy avocado trees.

Gravel crunched under my feet as I made my way to the front door. But then, beyond the bougainvillea-covered wall to my left, I heard the sound of a heavy splash. I froze in place. Did something big and heavy just fall into the pool?

“Look what you just did!” A male voice cried in dismay. “Frosty the Snowman was Dad’s favorite Christmas blow mold. He’s now face-down in the pool, all because you threw him. What the heck is your problem, Malachi?”

Now this was something I needed to witness. The bumpy rock wall, covered in a trellis, separated me from what I guessed was the pool. It towered only several feet higher than my head. If I could just climb up and peek over, I could see what was happening. Placing the hatbox on the ground, I grabbed a hold of the trellis and one, two, three, oomph! hoisted myself up. But I wasn’t as in-shape and agile as I thought I was. My arm and leg muscles ached from my surfing session with Lola and Adam.

I looked down. The lush green grass below me seemed so soft. So welcoming to my poor sore body. What was the reason for wanting to climb this wall again? Was I becoming delusional? With a simple drop down, I could still listen in. But in comfort. Suddenly, a rush of unbridled energy surged through my core. I wanted to see exactly what was going on the other side of this wall.

I swept my gaze upward, toward the top of the wall. Without thinking, I started to grab onto the trellis and ascend, praying it wouldn’t come crashing down. I climbed. Like a marionette controlled by a puppet master who pushed me to go higher. And higher.

Soon, I was there. Up the wall. I could see the backyard swimming pool with Frosty bobbing in the water came into view.

It was Trevor Lopez who stood several feet away from the pool, I was sure of it. He had the same dark, glossy hair as his father. But instead of down-home overalls and plaid shirt, he wore a white t-shirt with the logo of a trendy designer over artfully frayed jeans and sneakers that must cost as much as my shop’s monthly rent. His tanned, toned arms folded across his chest in defense. He scowled and his cheeks flushed almost as red as the bougainvillea.

To the side was Malachi Crescenzo. He wore his Surfside Burgers and Bites t-shirt over black chef pants and non-slip kitchen shoes. Standing next to a big picture widow, his stance was solid, as if he was ready to spar with an opponent. Next to him was a spread of food on a table, including orange juice, a bowl of fresh fruit, and…wait a moment. Was that one of my mini fruitcakes?

“Sorry, Trevor. I…I’m just so frustrated.” Malachi grabbed the fruitcake and took a bite. “Oh geez, this is terrible,” he said, spitting it out. “I don’t even know why I ate it. I hate fruitcake. It’s always so heavy and sweet.”

I caught my tongue before I could do anything stupid, like pop over the wall and defend my fruitcake’s honor. Sure, some people hated it with a white-hot passion. Others, like me, thought it paired perfectly with a cup of steaming holiday spice tea, a crackling fireplace, the smell of a fresh fir tree and a soft blanket.

I wasn’t going to let the fruitcake haters get my goat.

“I’m not going to give you any more money, Malachi.” Trevor’s voice was soft yet firm. “That sweet cookbook deal I hooked you up with should be enough for you. It wasn’t easy convincing the director of Avoca-dough to mention your name to some big players. Look, I’m sorry Dad didn’t pay you more. I don’t really understand why. But knowing Dad, I’m sure there was a reason.”

“Minimum wage, Trevor. Your dad paid me minimum wage. Do you know how long it takes to learn the kind of cooking skills I have? To master them until they become second-nature? Years,” he spat. “I still have cooking school student loans to pay. After all the work I did for your family. After all the loyalty I showed. You snagged me a book deal, that’s true. And I’m grateful. But I deserve more. Let’s not forget the things I know about the Lopez clan. Things you wouldn’t want other people to find out. Things I could go to any L.A. tabloid and sell.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Trevor hissed.

Malachi smoothed back his dark man-bun. “You and Krystal enjoyed making frequent trips up to L.A., right? She liked to burn through Ray’s money and you hoped to pick up and woo failed reality TV stars and wanna-be influencers. You wouldn’t want people to start talking about you two. I know stuff about Krystal that would make any entertainment executive tear up that singing contract on the spot. And you, my friend, would be out of ladies to canoodle with. You’d have to actually work at the ‘job’ daddy created for you.”

A muscle flecked in Trevor’s jaw. “I’m not as stupid as everyone thinks. Dad made you sign a non-disclosure agreement. If you spill anything, I won’t hesitate to unleash our team of very competent, very savage and very expensive lawyers. You won’t have a snowman’s chance in hell of winning your case.”

For a fraction of a second, my foot started to slip on the thin, slippery rungs of the trellis. White hot panic spread though my body like a rush of adrenaline. If I fell, it would be devastating. Covering up my reason for clearly snooping would be futile. Not to mention embarrassing. To maintain my cover, I had no choice but to cling to the trellis with all my might.

And cross my fingers.

A crooked smile spread across Malachi’s face. “You rich people think you can always win. Your dad tried to pull a fast one on me. And now, you. You better watch your back, Trevor. Because the truth always prevails.”

He turned on his heel and started to walk away from Trevor.

But Trevor stepped forward, his hands balled up in fists and face still flushed. “You wanna know the truth, man-bun?”

Malachi turned around. “Man-bun? That’s the best insult you can think of, huh? Wow, I guess you really are as stupid as they say you are. Yes, I want to know the truth. Lay it on me, Mr. Social Media Consultant. You’ll never be CEO material.”

“You’re a fraud,” Trevor said. “That’s right, I said it. You don’t know how to cook basic things they’d teach you in culinary school. Remember those poached eggs at Dad’s breakfast meeting with the President of National Egg? A total disaster. That man was close to tears when he bit into the egg and discovered the yolk was hard, overcooked. Honestly, I don’t think you’ve even been to culinary school. You’re a liar. How do I know Malachi Crescenzo is even your real name? It sounds like the name of one of my Sims characters I made when I was 10 years old. You want some extra Simoleons, Malachi?”

Trevor reached into his back pocket and pulled out a few bills. “Take them.”

He threw the money in the air and they landed at Malachi’s feet. “If you want any more, you’ll just have to use a cheat code.” His mouth twisted into a smirk. “I’ve heard that typing in ‘Rosebud’ will get you some extra cash.”

“That’s all a complete lie,” Malachi snarled. “You spoiled, lazy, entitled brat. The only decent thing you ever did to me was finagle that cookbook deal. I can’t believe I put up with you and your family for as long as I did.”

It was at that moment that my foot slipped from its hold. My body slid back down the wall, bougainvillea stems scratching my face and arms. I landed back on the ground with a thud. Hardly daring to breathe, I searched for the nearest place to run and hide in case anyone heard my klutzy fall. And they must’ve, because I sounded like a baby dinosaur crashing through the forest.

Rather, a piercing scream reached my ears from beyond the wall. Then an enormous splash. The kind of loud splash that’s made when a body hits the water.

A body.

My arms ached, my thighs screamed in agony and now, I was covered in scratches. But that didn’t matter. Bending over, hands on knees, I panted, catching my breath. Someone had gotten hurt. So, back on up. I scaled that wall as fast as a monkey climbing a banana tree. Security cameras be darned.


Chapter 11

“Ouch!” I exclaimed, my sneakers hitting the artificial grass-covered ground. I had made it over the side of the wall. After all the leaping and jumping today, I sorely needed a nice hot bath.

In front of me was Trevor Lopez. He lay on one of the reindeer-shaped pool floats, one designer sneaker dangling in the pool water. Next to him, a blow mold of Frosty the Snowman bobbed in the water.

But Malachi Crescenzo and the money Trevor had thrown at him were nowhere to be seen. Where had he gone?

Trevor raised an arm to wave at me. “Owww!” He cradled his arm in his opposite hand. “That hurts. Maybe I shouldn’t do that. Also, who are you? You’re not the new masseuse Patricia hired.”

Maybe it was my comfy outfit of black leggings and terracotta-colored pullover that made me look like I was ready to give someone a massage. I had pulled back my long dark brown hair into a top knot today and kept it simple with small golden paw print earrings, last year’s Christmas gift from Linda.

“No, I’m Paige Andrews. I own a hat shop on Main Street. Your stepmom hired me to make her a headpiece for your dad’s funeral. I heard a loud splash from your pool while I was outside near the front door.”

“I remember you now,” Trevor said, his mouth twisted in pain. “You found Dad.”

I nodded, trying not to think of Ray Lopez, his Santa suit-clad body face-down on the cold concrete floor of the changing room.

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” I said.

“Thanks. Me, too. I miss Dad every day.”

Despite the fact that he cut you out of his will?

I walked to the edge of the pool. Trevor was floating in the middle, out of arm’s reach. On the grass was a brown brick-shaped object. Was it…one of my mini fruitcakes?

It was. Brick-like. Cold, hard. Still frozen.

Great. Just great. Weaponized fruitcake.

“Are you okay, Trevor?”

He managed a sarcastic smile. “I’ve been better. I think someone threw that frozen fruitcake at my legs. I tripped and by some miracle landed on ol’Rudolph here. Now if I could just get out.”

Trevor tried to raise himself up from the floatie. After a few seconds of struggle, he sank back down in the air-filled plastic embrace of the reindeer wearing sunglasses. “Can’t do it. Hurts too much. I think I broke something.” He wiggled his feet, then winced. “Twisted my ankle, too.”

I looked around. Trevor’s fall hadn’t alerted anyone else in the house. If anyone was here at all. There was no way I could drag a tall adult male with a broken arm and twisted ankle off the floatie, put him into my car and drive him to Sea Glass General.

“Can anyone here assist in getting you off that thing? I don’t think I can manage,” I said.

Trevor shook his head. “Krystal’s having a recording session in L.A. right now. Patricia is somewhere… I don’t know. I don’t keep tabs on her. And the butler is off. Family emergency. Plus,” he glanced down at the bottom of the pool. “My phone is currently hanging out in the deep end, covered by six feet of water.”

“Okay. Let me call an ambulance, then.”

Trevor tried to wave me away, but I shook my head.

“You’re clearly hurt,” I insisted. “Let me help. Please.”

I grabbed my phone out of my purse. It was 10:20. A whirlwind of events had happened in the span of just 20 minutes since I arrived. I punched in 9-1-1. The phone rang once, then twice.

Please let it not be Babe. Please.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” a throaty and coarse voice answered.

It was.

“Hi, Babe. It’s Paige Andrews. Hey, it’s not an emergency but I need medical transportation.”

“Hello again. My favorite caller. How’re ya doin’ hun? Please tell me you didn’t find another body.”

Not a trace of sarcasm in her voice. It was like I was chatting to an old friend about my recent vacation. When really, it was anything but.

It wasn’t that I didn’t like her. But I did not want to spend precious moments chit-chatting with her. I had Trevor Lopez in a perfect position for questioning about his pool floatie incident. Why were Malachi and Trevor fighting? Malachi must’ve knocked Trevor into the pool, and then fled.

“I’m at the Lopez house,” I said. “You know, the one in Rancho Naranja.”

She whistled. “No kidding. Hey, who was it? Krystal? Did she spill wine on her recording equipment and say she needed to be checked for electrocution again?”

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “It’s for Trevor. He’s hanging out on a floatie in their pool. He’s injured. Also, that thing with Krystal really happened?”

“Ah ha! I see what you’re doing.” Her laugh turned into a cough. “I gotta lay off those cigars, you know. Doc tells me to every time I see her but I say, I’m old. Let me have my little joys in life. Piña coladas, pink lipstick, cats and gorgeous men. That’s what keeps my ticker ticking. Anyway, where was I?”

“You were going to get me an ambulance.”

“Right,” she continued. “You’re a sneaky detective, you are. Hey, how’s the Ray case coming along? Poor Jeanie. You know, she’s on administrative leave from her nursing job. Spends the day taking picture of sea gulls eating tourists’ picnic lunches or something like that. I don’t know, Paige. I think she’s losing it. You and your dining club better figure this one out ASAP.”

“Thanks, Babe. But I’m not trying to solve a murder case.”

“Don’t mention it, sweet stuff. I’ll send the ambulance over right now. Keep a door open so they can get in. D’you need me to stay on the phone?”

I looked over at Trevor. He was trying to examine his arm, which was extended at a very funny angle.

“No, Trevor’s fine. Well, he’s hurt, but it’s not life-threatening. I think he broke his arm and twisted his ankle.”

“Right-ho. EMT will be there soon.” Babe paused and I could hear the sound of her taking a big gulp of something. “Whoo, that coffee is strong. Anyway, try to stay outta trouble, okay?”

“I’ll try,” I said, trying to sound more confident in that statement than I felt. I turned to Trevor, who was still resting on the reindeer floatie. “Paramedics are on their way,” I called.

He lifted a hand. “Thanks. I’m lucky you heard me fall into the pool.”

I knelt down to his eye level. “You mentioned someone hit you with a frozen fruitcake and you fell into the pool. Do you know who did it?”

If Trevor didn’t say Malachi, I’d eat my shop’s stock of hats.

“Malachi Crescenzo.” Trevor spat out the name. “He was pretty upset with me right before this happened. Seems like he peaced out through the back door.” He jabbed his thumb in the direction of a dark wooden door on the opposite side of the pool. “You should check to see if his disgusting tin can of a car is still here. I bet you a bushel of avocados that it’s not. He’s too chicken to admit his temper got the best of him. Again.”

“Let me check.”

I peered out of the door. Trevor was right. It led out to the gravel driveway where my car was parked.

Yep. That rust bucket of a car was gone. Malachi had high-tailed it out of here.

“He left,” I announced.

Trevor rolled his eyes. “That toad. We never saw eye-to-eye on much. I had my doubts about that guy, but I never imagined it would lead to this. He full-on attacked me. And with a piece of fruitcake, no less. I mean, who does that?”

I shook my head. Like Trevor, I was shocked that Malachi resorted to physical violence for a missing paycheck. When I had met him at his food truck, he gave me free, delicious food and seemed happy to chat. But even nice people still have their bad moments. No one’s perfect.

And everyone has done something they regret. At least once.

I scanned the pool area for signs of security cameras. Nothing. “Are you sure it was Malachi who threw that piece of fruitcake at you?” I asked.

Trevor frowned. “I think so. Too bad there aren’t any cameras in the pool, huh? Dad only had them installed by the doors. Let’s see. I bent down to grab…something out of the pool. Then I felt this cold, hard thing hit the back of my legs. I and fell into the pool. It’s a good thing this floatie was here to save me. I’m not the world’s best swimmer. In fact, I try to avoid pools as much as possible. Hot tubs are more my speed.”

I narrowed my eyes. If Trevor hadn’t seen Malachi attack him, that meant there was a possibility, however small, that someone else hit him. This person had access to the house and was aware of the family and the lack of security cameras in the vicinity. Maybe this person chucked the fruitcake at Trevor, hoping he’s fall into the pool and possibly drown. And with Malachi gone from the crime scene and Trevor injured and a terrible swimmer to begin with, he wouldn’t have much of a chance of surviving.

I bit my lip. That meant that whoever threw the fruitcake at Trevor Lopez wanted him dead.

“What’s wrong?” Trevor asked. “Your face is as white as a ghost.”

“Trevor, you need to make sure you review all the security camera footage,” I encouraged.

“Yeah, so I can get Malachi behind bars. That weirdo. As soon as dad hired him, I knew there was something off about his whole vibe.”

“What do you mean?”

Trevor shook his head. “I don’t even know why I’m blabbering to you, Paige. You don’t care about this whole situation, do you? Malachi and I just had a silly fight. He got angry and took it out on me. It happens. Look, I’d appreciate it if you said nothing about this to anyone else, okay?”

“You need to tell the police exactly what happened.”

“Yeah, yeah, of course.” He jiggled around on the reindeer pool float, impatient to be free from its confines. “Just, please, Paige. You wouldn’t want to betray my trust, would you?”

He looked up at me with large, dark eyes. The sunlight hit the vinyl graphic on his designer t-shirt, making me blink for a second. “I’d rather not have Dad’s lawyers bother your shiny new shop.”

Wait, what? Was Trevor really threatening me, too? This kind of aggression I really did not appreciate. Maybe Malachi was right. Trevor Lopez was just a stuck-up and entitled son of a very wealthy man.

A man who died with a knife in his back.

But I had to warn Trevor about the danger. Sven Larson would do it, like in Trapped in Maine. On a New England lobster excursion, food critic Sven learned about a plan to kill a greedy boat captain. No one liked the captain. But Sven knew he had to warn him. I didn’t like Trevor. But the last thing I wanted was for him to get injured.

Or worse.

“I know it might sound crazy but there’s a possibility someone wanted you dead.”

Trevor blinked up at me. “Um, okay. Me? Dead? Now that is crazy.”

“Think about it. You don’t swim well. Someone hit you and you fell into the pool. Considering what happened to your dad, I don’t think this theory sounds so farfetched.”

Trevor shrugged it off. “I mean, I guess. Thanks for the hot tip, detective. But who would want to kill me?”

Plenty of people, Trevor. With that new CEO title, there’d be many who would be jealous of his newfound power and influence. But I didn’t owe Trevor an explanation. That would be for Chief Rick and his team to deduce. To be honest, I was growing weary of talking to someone I had just helped, only to have him turn around and threaten me with legal consequences.

The side door reverberated with a loud knocking sound as the EMTs hurriedly entered the pool area. I saw them lifting Trevor onto the stretcher and wheeling him away. Was it the trick of the sunlight or was there a shadow moving inside the house, beyond the big picture window?

I squinted. No, I must be wrong. No one was there. It was only me and my poor fruitcake on the ground.

Which would now be confiscated by the police.

It wouldn’t be the first time one of my baked goods was placed into an evidence bag, I thought. But hopefully, it would be the last.


Chapter 12

“All I’m saying is, aliens were on the beach this morning,” Kevin said between mouthfuls of my newest Franken-recipe: mini Christmas cookie sandwiches. Two half-dollar sized snowflake-shaped sugar cookies sandwiched a thick layer of buttercream icing. Red and green sprinkles added some crunch and festive color.

Once again, members of the Beachside Dining Club gathered in my living room. Front and center was the crime board. I had called the meeting today. We had a lot to discuss.

“That’s crazy, Kev.” Ethan reached down to stroke Lola’s silky ears. The bags under my friend’s eyes were hard to ignore. He struggled with the stress of his mother being accused of murder. And been unusually quiet as of late. Responding to texts later and not active on social media. Taking time off of work as Sea Glass General’s head pharmacist to hang out with his mom while she spent her days practicing her photography hobby. That kind of quiet.

But as he grabbed a cookie from my prancing holiday deer-patterned serving tray, he looked happy to be here. Relaxed, even. And that made me happy.

“Aliens don’t exist,” Ethan stated. “There’s just no scientific evidence for aliens. Show me some real video, photos, data, anything and I’ll believe.”

“That’s because you’re a science dude. Just like you, Abby.”

Kevin pushed his mirrored sunglasses down to glance at Abby. In one hand, she held a coffee mug, in the other, a sandwich cookie. “You guys operate on a different plane. Me, I’m a freethinker. I ride the waves of life you could say. Well, when I did dawn patrol early this morning, I saw lights. Floating, glowing orbs of light hovering right above the water. I paddled out there as fast as my little T-Rex arms could go but the lights just kept moving back.”

“That’s just plain silly, Kev,” Linda said.

Kevin reached over to grab another mini cookie from the platter and she shot him a death glare.

“What?” he asked, defenses up. “Linda, you look just like you did when I burned your hot dog at the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs event.”

“You’re supposed to be in low-carb solidarity with me,” Linda pouted. “We’re trying to get healthy for the holidays. Remember?”

Kevin blinked, like a light bulb had just turned on in his head. “Oh yeah. That.”

He put the cookie down. “Sorry, Linda. But I’ve been doing so good! Ask Paige. She witnessed me saying no to the Hungry Surfer Special. Right, Paige?”

I nodded. “It’s true. Kevin’s trying, Linda.”

“Yeah, Linda. I’d never deliberately go back on my word. Really.”

He shot her a meaningful glance. For a moment, her mouth showed the shadow of a smile.

Like they were sharing a secret.

What the heck was happening between Linda and Kevin? I glanced at Ethan and Abby, trying to deduce if they picked up on the subtle cues, too. Abby, oblivious, glanced out my living room’s window. She stared at a flock of seagulls soaring above in the gray late afternoon sky, their wings stretched out in a v-shape.

But Ethan caught my eye. Pointing his chin from Linda’s armchair to Kevin’s seat, he raised his eyebrow. Yep, something fishy was going on between those two. But if there was anyone who could solve the problem, it would be Ethan. He had an uncanny skill for deducing and predicting any kind of relationship intel.

“If you touch that cookie, you eat it,” I said. “Sorry Kev, those are the house rules.”

Kevin beamed. “Well, in that case.”

He popped the cookie into his mouth. Crunching it in one bit, he washed it down with a mug of strong black coffee. “I don’t want to be rude to the hostess.”

Linda just shook her head. But judging by the laughter crinkles around her eyes, she was enjoying getting Kevin’s goat.

“So,” I said, clapping my hands on my thighs. Which I instantly regretted because my thin leggings provided no protection from my enthusiastic slap. “I know we’re all busy and I appreciate you all stopping by for a quick update to the Crime Board.”

I stood up and gestured to the board. “Linda, would you be so kind as assume the role of dining club scribe once more? I believe some of us have updates to share.”

Ethan rubbed his hands together. “Oh, I can’t wait to hear what you all have found out.” Then he lowered his dark eyes. “And I want to apologize for not responding to the text chain. And for being AWOL in general. I’ve been spending the last few days with Mom. Just kind of staying away from people. The kind of people who might ask nasty questions about her. Or me.”

“We totally get it, man,” Kevin said. “That’s why we’re here. Hey Paige, you said you were at the Lopez Estate yesterday. What’d you think of the digs? Pretty snazzy, I’d say.”

“I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” I said. “Even with all the hoity toity Beverly Hills parties I used to attend for work. The Lopez house is beautiful. And that pool is breathtaking.”

Linda put down her tea mug on the coffee table. “I know that house. I went over there with Susie Chen, you know, our dog trainer who works with Ray and his current wife’s dog? She worked with Princess the Pomeranian. Became real good friends with Ray, too. Anyway, Ray told me the house used to belong to a silent movie star.”

I almost choked on my cookie. It had to be her, my hat shop’s resident ghost. I hadn’t heard of any other movie stars who had lived in Sea Glass Beach.

“You okay, Paige?” Abby asked. “Drink some of your tea.”

“I’m fine,” I croaked as I sipped some of my green tea with a hint of lavender. “You don’t remember the name of that movie star, do you?”

Linda shook her head. “Nope. I’m not into old movies. I’m more of a TV show binge-watcher, myself. Give me a good murder mystery or true crime show and I’m more than content. But this movie star moved to Sea Glass Beach in the 1930s to escape Hollywood. Anyway, when Ray Lopez bought it 20 years ago, it had fallen into deep disrepair. He poured tons of money into refurbing it to its original glory.”

Then it clicked. Maybe it was her who helped me over the wall when I was inches from quitting. Had her ghostly arms pushed me to go farther up that wall, even though my arms ached? That would’ve explained the odd rush of powerful adrenaline I felt when I climbed the wall.

Really, Paige? Just listen to yourself. A ghost pushing you up the wall of her former house? Ridiculous. But still, kinda cool. But also totally whack. It sounded just like a plot from a Sven Larson detective novel.

“Aunt Babe said you found Trevor on a pool floatie,” Kevin mused. “She said he broke something. And then you called EMT to haul his sorry butt to the hospital.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Babe told you all of that?”

Kevin took a gulp of his tar-black coffee. “Babe and I are like this.” He crossed his pointer and middle finger together. “Super tight, yo. That old girl taught me to surf, you know. Tough as nails with a heart of gold. Sick surfer, too.”

“Let’s stick to the story, Kevin,” Linda said. “Paige, can you walk us through exactly what happened?”

“I went over to the Lopez house to deliver the funeral hat that Krystal ordered. You know, to surprise her by getting it done early. Also, I wanted the rest of the money. When I got there, I heard arguing. Trevor broke his arm and twisted his ankle when someone threw something at him.”

Abby’s jaw almost fell to the floor. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

“Someone attacked him?” Linda asked.

“With…one of my mini fruitcakes from a nearby table of food,” I added, wincing. Thinking of one of my baking creations used as a weapon was not fun.

“Get outta town,” Kevin said. “Who would ever wish to waste one of your delicious fruitcakes in that brutal manner?”

I mouthed a ‘thank you’ to Kevin.

“Trevor angered someone to the point of wanting to chuck something at him,” Abby explained. “Do you know who this was, Paige?”

I looked at them. Who did this? My answer was 85 per cent guaranteed true. “I have a theory,” I said. “I saw Malachi Crescenzo fighting with Trevor just before he fell into the pool. They were fighting about money. Malachi insisted that Ray had underpaid him when he was the personal chef for the family. He said he was paid - get this, - minimum wage. He clearly wanted more money and threatened to sell dirty family secrets to tabloids if Trevor didn’t pay up.”

Kevin whistled low. “Malachi had a cow because Trevor didn’t give him the money he wanted. So, he threatens Trevor. No bueno. Then he grabs the nearest thing he can find and lobs it at his target. Trevor falls into the pool.”

I nodded. “It certainly looks like this is what happened. And Malachi looks extra guilty because he ran away from the pool area and made a beeline for his car. He was gone when I got to Trevor.”

Abby took a sip of her tea, a twinkle in her eye. “But you aren’t sure.”

A feeling in my gut told me I wasn’t. I had put the doubt at 15 percent. And the fact that Adam was friends with Malachi and also trusted him was a big factor.

Adam was a good person.

And smart.

And perceptive.

In my book, that was worth something. Especially in a murder investigation.

“I didn’t see Malachi throw the fruitcake at Trevor. And neither did Trevor. And of course, there’s only CCTV by the doors, according to Trevor. We’re not sure the cameras picked up anything.”

“Maybe it was the wanna-be pop star wife!” Kevin exclaimed. “She was practicing her aim for when she’s famous enough to be invited to throw the first pitch of the baseball season.”

I shook my head. “Trevor told me Krystal was in L.A. at a recording session.”

Linda stopped writing on an index card and looked up at us. “Anyone else present during the incident? That assistant, perhaps. We can’t forget about the staff. They know everything and disappear into the background. Like a chameleon.”

“Trevor said she was gone, too,” I said. “But we could look into Patricia, I guess. She was also at the beach when Ray died. And she certainly would’ve known his movements. So far, we don’t have a motive for her.”

“You sound like you’ve been watching too many true crime shows again, Linda,” Kevin joked. “I’ve known Patty for years. Hates it when I call her Patty, though. Runs that house like a well-oiled machine. In fact, she’s the only one at that house who ever tried to talk to me, the lowly pool dude. Ray wore those overalls and came from humble beginnings. But that didn’t mean he remembered them. He, his son and all of his wives were always stuck up. Nouveau riche, I guess you’d call them. But he gave good holiday bonuses.”

“He did, huh?” I asked, my mind whirring.

Something didn’t add up. If Ray paid Kevin generously, then why did he try to stiff Malachi out of a high salary?

“Yeah man, Ray Lopez was a known cheapskate, except for those holiday bonuses based on seniority. If you worked for him for 10 years or more, you got a pretty hefty payday. Loyalty was everything to him, which is totally ironic considering how he treated his sister and how many wives he went through. But that’s just how he worked. Everyone knew it. He never had turnover. Employees only left when they retired or passed away. Only the assistant received good pay from the beginning. Patricia drove a Porsche, you know. Imagine that, an assistant with that kind of fancy car. I was tight with his previous chef. What was his name?”

Kevin snapped his fingers, trying to remember.

“Mr. Casetti?” Ethan offered.

“Yeah! Mr. Casetti. That old Italian dude was 85 years old when he kicked the bucket. He was making his famous lasagna in the main kitchen when he just bam fell on the kitchen floor. Died doing what he loved. Man, I do miss his lasagna, though. I asked him for the recipe. The dude would only wave a wooden spoon and say he’d take it to his grave. And now, I’m kinda curious. Anyone ever done an exhumation just to search for a recipe?”

Linda rolled her eyes. “You cannot be serious, Kevin. Nobody would ever dig someone up just for lasagna.”

“Hey, I’m just throwing that idea out there,” Kevin said, looking longingly at the tray of mini sandwich cookies in front of him.

“So, now we have a new reason to suspect Malachi Crescenzo,” Ethan said, reaching out and grabbing a cookie.

At the sight of the treat, Kevin’s face fell as if he was going to cry.

“If,” Ethan continued, “he hated Trevor enough to throw something at him it might mean he also killed Ray. Maybe he hated Ray because he wasn’t paying him enough. That day, he was at the beach. Even if he was focused on getting footage for social media content, he could still have found an opportunity to stab Ray.”

A big frustrated sigh escaped from my mouth. “In order to really prove anything, we need alibis.”

I turned to Kevin. “Can you work on buttering up your brother?”

Then it came to me. I knew how we could get some insider police information on the case.

“Kevin, that’s it!” I exclaimed. “Tell Rick everything we discussed. Tell him about the fight between Malachi and Trevor. Tell him about the money that Malachi needed. It’s possible that he already knows about all of this. Unless Trevor is omitting details. I’ll back you up on anything if necessary. But I think Rick would more easily spill some beans to you rather than me. In return, we need to know if Malachi had the opportunity to kill Ray.”

“And don’t forget,” Ethan added. “There’s no way my mom could’ve thrown that fruitcake at Trevor. She was watching TV with Jamal and me when it happened.”

Kevin saluted all of us. “Good point, Ethan. I shall try my hardest, everyone. The ol’ piña colada on the patio trick should work like a charm.”

“Excellent,” I said.

Linda had finished writing on some index cards. Under Malachi’s photo, I jabbed a pin into the cards. Stepping back, I could see a web forming. Almost like when my favorite fictional detective, Sven Larson, solves his cases using his famous powers of concentration. If only I had the power to rearrange the pieces, I could see the solution.

But maybe we were missing something. Something big.


Chapter 13

It was then that Abby inhaled sharply, causing all of us to whip our heads in her direction.

“Oh my gosh, you guys,” she breathed as she held up her phone. “You are not going to believe this.”

“What?” Ethan asked. “Please don’t tell me another person has had an accident. Or worse.”

A satisfied smile spread slowly across Abby’s face. “Nope. This is good news. For us. And Chief Rick. Gather ‘round ye old phone, everyone.”

All of us, including Lola, huddled around Abby’s chair.

“The new teacher I hired for Surf Sisters just sent me this video from yesterday morning,” Abby said. “We’re trying to get more footage of our surfing classes to use for social media ads. I’ll skip past the video of the girls running to the water.” She dragged her finger through the images until she stopped. “Look. Can anyone tell me who this is?”

It was Krystal Lopez. She was alone, sitting on a towel on Sea Glass Beach, her long blonde hair blowing in the sea breeze as she propped herself up on her elbows. In one hand, she held a phone, while in the other, a plastic bottle of green juice. She wore huge dark sunglasses and the tiniest bikini I had ever seen.

My eyebrows jumped up. “Do you know the time on the video?”

“9:30,” Abby answered, a look of understanding washing across her face. “Hey, when did you get to Trevor’s house?”

“Around 10. I remember I talked to Kevin’s Aunt Babe at 10:20. That means…”

“Krystal wasn’t in L.A. that morning. And she could’ve sprinted to Trevor’s house and thrown the fruitcake at him,” Ethan added.

“And even better, the video comes with audio,” Abby said. “The teacher must’ve gotten distracted by something because I know she did not mean to film Krystal in all of her tanning oil glory. But by some miracle, she managed to keep filming.” She held the phone to her ear. “Yep. She’s definitely saying something. I’ll turn the volume up loud enough so we can hear what’s going on.”

We all crowded around Abby, straining to hear Krystal’s voice.

“Trevor thinks I’m in L.A. recording right now,” Krystal said, adding a high-pitched laugh. “I mean, I did talk to my producer over video chat. He’s just ‘enhancing’ my voice with this AI program he designed himself. It sounds, like, so, so, good. No one will ever know!”

Krystal stretched out her long sun-kissed leg out, admiring its sheen from the tanning oil. She dug her pink nail polished toe into the sand and swirled it around. Pouting her glossy lips and tilted her head to one side, her blonde hair cascaded over her shoulder. “Gosh, there’s so many kids out here today. Gross to the max. Who invited them?”

I looked at Abby. “Who’s she talking to?” I whispered.

Abby shrugged. “Someone just as silly as her, apparently.”

Krystal’s laughter tinkled through the sound of the rushing waves. “It almost makes me miss Ray. I was starting to like him, almost. That dog training woman was totally into him, too. Ugh. Anyway, he’s dead and now I’m rich. Everything’s going according to plan. Ray was going to cut me off, didn’t you know? Yeah, he totally hated my singing.” She snorted and tossed her hair. “He didn’t want to invest in a quality producer, the cheapskate. I can now do whatever I want. Billboard Top 100, here I come.”

Then, the video started to shake as it was picked up by Abby’s new teacher.

“Oh snap, I was recording the whole time,” the teacher muttered.

Then the screen went dark.

“Holy smokes, Abby,” I said quickly. “This is a lot to unload.”

“Right? When I saw that my teacher’s video caught Krystal on the beach, I thought we hit gold. But I never expected this. It’s practically a murder confession. Krystal said she had a plan. Was that plan to kill Ray, collect his money and use it to fund her pop star ambitions?”

“Kevin, you need to call Rick and tell him you need to meet up with him tonight,” Abby said, her eyes bright. “I’ll send you the video. Show it to him.”

Kevin rubbed his tanned hands, his fingers gnarled from years of lifeguarding, surfing and maintaining swimming pools. “Good idea. Ricky will be practically salivating. I’ll be his new best friend. Then, when he’s all happy and comfortable, I’ll jump in with a stinger about Malachi’s alibi!”

Ethan leaned back in his chair, examining the Crime Board. “Hey, you know who’s a mystery to us? Morgan the Mime.”

It was true. Under the image of her face, which was painted in white mime makeup with black diamond shapes in the middle of her eyes and pouty red lips, there was only one index card. It covered the basic information about her tragic accident caused by one of Ray’s avocado trucks. How the accident left her unable to work for months. The pitiful compensation she received as a settlement.

“We need to talk to her without making it seem like we’re stalking her,” Ethan said. “Which might be hard.”

Abby nodded. “I think she mostly does birthday parties for kids. And shows up at the beach randomly with her unicycle.”

Kevin nodded. “Yeah man, that whole routine with the seagulls is wild. They like, attach themselves to her arms while she rides on the sand. The bird woman of Sea Glass Beach.”

“Let me check her social media page,” I volunteered. “Maybe she’ll be performing somewhere soon. Then, if we’re lucky, we can catch her after her performance.”

I opened my phone and swiped through my feed. There was a post from Angel Touch Cakes. In it, Angel Gonzales beamed as she held out an intricately decorated cake with a unicorn and a castle rendered in rainbow frosting. Then there was a photo from Homeless Paws, Linda’s animal shelter. A pug wearing a red Santa Claus hat gripped the front of a surfboard, its pink tongue stick out of its mouth.

‘Santa Paws Surfing Dogs Fundraiser is rescheduled for next weekend at Sea Glass Beach!’ The post read. ‘Register your dog by Saturday or come by and see your favorite furry friends hang ten and compete for big prizes, donated by Sand Dollar Mart. Eat delicious food catered by the Seagull Cafe. Live music, performances by @morgan_the_mime and more!’

At least one murder suspect would attend the event, the same one that had become deadly weeks earlier.

I turned to Linda. “I didn’t know you asked Mom to cater the event.” I said. “You also asked Morgan to come back and perform. What does Malachi think about that?”

Linda shrugged. “I had to hire someone else to provide the food. Even if Malachi’s not guilty, I was met with very vocal resistance to rehire him. Your mom stepped in to help. And for that, I’m grateful.”

“Was it Susie Chen?” I ventured. I knew Linda and Susie were close pals and co-workers. Before Ray’s death, she said Susie often visited the Lopez house. And that she and Ray had become friendly with each other.

“Yes,” Linda said, her voice low. “Poor Susie. She’s really taking Ray’s death hard. She does not trust anyone involved with the murder, either. At the moment, she’s off work until after the funeral. You know, I had no idea Susie was fond of Ray. She might’ve been the only one in Sea Glass Beach who could stand his company. Everyone else around him was paid to be there or wanted his money. Ray’s wives were all gold diggers. His son was always trying to rub elbows with celebrities instead of working. Patricia was his employee. And his personal chef was paid so little that he threatened to blackmail his son.”

“Ray paid Susie to train his dog,” Ethan said.

Linda nodded. “True, but she always had a big smile on her face whenever she’d return from a training session. Talked about Ray often.”

We sat in silence for a few moments.

Even though none of us liked Ray either, Susie was a good person. A kind person. The opposite of Ray.

“What about Morgan the Mime?” Ethan asked. “Why is she going to be there?”

Linda narrowed her eyes, recalling the details. “I got a call from her yesterday, saying she was desperate for cash. She was hiring a lawyer to help with Ray’s murder case but she could barely afford her legal fees right now. She told me there was someone she had asked for help but that person didn’t give her a cent. What could I do? Leave her out in the cold? She was so persuasive, too.”

I became aware that Linda was studying me. Curiously and a little impatiently. I had no beef with Morgan. The event’s restage bothered me slightly. Was my face so transparent?

“Oh, don’t worry, Paige,” Linda said in her gently scolding way. “I see fear written all over your face. There’s going to be increased police presence at the event. The mayor was the one who encouraged me to hold the fundraiser again. She said it would help boost morale.”

It was then that I found the social media post I was looking for.

“Morgan certainly is hustling her mime act. She’s going to be at tomorrow’s Winter Art Night Mart on Main Street. She’ll be performing classic holiday tales, with a mime spin.”

Now this I had to see. For a few hours, Ashley could manage the rest of the orders.

“Who’s up for going with me?”

Kevin shook his head. “I gotta work on some pools. Plus, buttering up my favorite twin brother is very much on the ol’ cranium right now. No space for mimes up there. But bring me back a sweet bun from the Honey Drop Bakery if you see their truck.”

Linda shot him a glare.

“And I’ll save it in the freezer for after the holidays,” Kevin added.

Linda gave him a thumbs-up.

It was Ethan who raised his hand. “I’ll come. I’m not working right now and I…need to get out of the house. Go back into society, I suppose. Plus, I need to do some Christmas shopping for Mom and Jamal. And really, when have I ever said no to a performance?” he asked, eyes twinkling for the first time in days.


Chapter 14

Iraised my cup of spiced mulled wine to my lips and took a sip. It was sweet like grape juice and wrapped in a warm blanked of cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves.

Turning up the collar on my jacket, I took another sip. The drink warmed my throat and stomach, chasing away the cool night breeze.

Around me, strings of tiny lights danced in the trees like midwinter fireflies. Under each lamp post was a surfboard or palm tree decoration made up entirely of colorful lights. Everywhere I looked were tents full of artists and food vendors selling their wares. People dressed in warm scarves, jackets and knit beanies milled around, chatting with friends and buying holiday gifts.

The perfume of tamales, churros, hot chocolate and buttery baked goods filled the air. My stomach rumbled. And Lola’s must’ve too.

“Lola!” I cried, gripping my beagle’s leash with my free hand as she yanked me toward Pat’s butcher shop. It was like she could read the sign that said FREE KIELBASA SAMPLES.

“Don’t pull so much,” I said, eyeing my cup of mulled wine. The sloshing caused by Lola’s burning desire for kielbasa already stained the rim of my cup burgundy red.

And really, who could blame her? As a reward, she munched on a few slices of the famous kielbasa sausage.

“Here, let me take your cup,” Ethan said, extending a hand. “Do you want some more?”

I shouldn’t. Really shouldn’t. Stay focused.

But the siren song for the warming festive drink was too strong.

“Sure, why not,” I shrugged.

“You mean, wine not,” Ethan said with a smirk.

I shot him an epic eye roll.

He chuckled. “Sorry, that was bad. Really bad.”

I smiled. It was good to see my friend having fun again.

My watch told me that Morgan would be performing soon, at the side stage. Which was conveniently located right by the Seaside Cellars wine tent, home of the delicious mulled wine.

We passed by a sandwich board. On it was an image of Morgan in her contrasting white and black mime makeup and striped shirt, riding her famous unicycle. In her hands, she held flaming torches.

“Free show! One night only!” I read. “Watch Morgan the Daring Mime perform feats unlike any you’ve ever seen. Don’t miss out! Donations happily accepted.”

Ethan and I exchanged surprised glances. Morgan was clearly trying to rebrand her image.

“I didn’t know she was branching out into throwing fire around,” he said. “I thought she was all about classic mime routines. Like being trapped in a box. Now her vibes read more circus than anything.”

“Linda did say that Morgan was hard up for cash to pay for her legal fees. I wonder if she thinks this new ‘daring’ act will get people to pay her more attention.”

“And get her more money,” Ethan added. “I must get more mulled wine for us before they run out. Wait here, I’ll return soon.”

“Ask if they have some of those yummy cheese straws they make, too,” I called after him.

He threw me a thumbs-up as he sauntered over to the tent. I watched him, full wine cups in hand, talk to the people at the Seaside Cellars booth, a big smile on his face. They knew him well. Although Ethan was a pharmacist and one of the most health-conscious people I knew, he loved the occasional glass of wine. Every dining club meeting, he would show up with beautiful glossy bottles tucked under each arm.

Me, I just enjoyed sipping it. Beyond telling you that I preferred a white to a red, I really didn’t know much about wine. And it wasn’t from lack of trying. Or rather, Ethan, gallantly, had tried to teach me by taking to a tasting at Seaside Cellars. But words like terroir, domaine, grand cru and tannins went in one ear and out the next.

Yanking on the leash, Lola almost knocked me down. This time, I was glad I didn’t have a cup of wine.

“Lola!” I cried. “What are you-”

“Lola!” a girl’s voice squealed in delight.

It was Riley, Adam’s eight-year-old daughter.

Lola rushed to her in delight, covering Riley’s face with kisses. And next to her was…

“Hi, Paige,” a deep voice said.

Boom. There went my heart beating in my ears again. Adam and Riley wore matching knit red scarves and beanies with white pom-poms on top. Riley, with her gap-toothed smile, freckles and strawberry-blonde hair, giggled in delight as Lola’s tail wagged so hard, it shook her entire beagle body.

Adam smiled at them, then met my eyes. “Looks like they’re best friends. I’m happy Lola found a home with you. The day you came to Homeless Paws was a lucky one for that little beagle.”

Instantly, I found myself transported to the day I met my new best friend. I saw Lola again on a dog bed, all alone.

Shy.

Timid.

Afraid.

Now, here she was. Giving a little girl kisses and eating gourmet doggie biscuits!

“Every day, Lola waits for Riley and Archie to walk down the street,” I said. “She loves you, Riley. And also the treats you make.”

Riley looked up at me. “Can I give her a treat, Paige? They’re red and green doggie biscuits just for Christmas. The red color comes from beets and green comes from spinach.”

I nodded, impressed at Riley’s baking skills. “Of course. They sound wonderful. Just don’t give her too many, okay?”

“Okay,” Riley said.

She tossed Lola a green tree-shaped biscuit. Then a red candy cane-shaped cookie. Lola crunched them both happily as Riley stroked her back.

“Are you here for Morgan’s show?” Adam asked.

“You could say that. I’m here with Ethan,” I said, pointing behind me in the direction of the wine tent. “He’s getting us a refill of the mulled wine. It’s delicious.”

“We got hot chocolate! Uncle Malachi made it just for me,” Riley said. “With big marshmallows and whipped cream with chocolate curls.”

I looked around, scanning the market for a cheery blue food truck. And there it was, halfway down the street in the opposite direction. I couldn’t blame the guy for coming out to the night market, despite the fight that had just happened between him and Trevor. None of us had heard that Malachi had been charged with battery. No evidence of wrongdoing, just failure to pull Trevor out of the pool.

“Was it good? It sounds amazing,” I said.

The cool gusts of wind coming off the ocean weren’t letting up. Hot chocolate sounded like the perfect remedy to beat the chills.

The pom-pom on top of Riley’s hat trembled as she nodded her head with sugar-infused enthusiasm. “It was super yummy. You should get some, Paige. Treat yourself, right Dad?”

Adam cracked a smile. “That’s right, honey. Hey,” he leaned close to me and his soft scarf brushed my cheek. “How’s the investigation coming along?” he whispered. “That’s why you’re here, right? I’ve heard gossip at the Seagull Café that Morgan’s a suspect in the Ray Lopez case. And I also heard that you found Trevor Lopez with a broken arm, lying on a floatie in the middle of his pool. Someone threw a chunk of your fruitcake at him and he fell in.”

I narrowed my eyes and gritted my teeth. I had a feeling that Mom was behind all the gossip. I’d have to have a talk with her about spilling too many beans to her regulars.

“That’s right,” I said.

“Your poor fruitcake,” Adam said. “I tried one that day, you know. It was good. Do you know who threw it at him?”

Team Fruitcake for the win! I could’ve hugged him right there. Anyone who’s down with my baked goods is my friend for life.

“Malachi,” I said softly. “I saw him arguing with Trevor right before it happened.”

Adam shook his head. “No way. Malachi wouldn’t use physical violence. Even if he didn’t like Trevor.” Then, he stepped back and met my gaze square-on.

“You wanna know why I like Malachi so much?”

I nodded. I did want to know.

“He saved my life. A few months ago. We were surfing together, and I fell off my board. Hit my head pretty badly. Well, Malachi jumped in and saved me without wasting a second. Imagining the alternative without him…”

He looked at his daughter, petting Lola. “That’s why I keep saying that Malachi didn’t kill Ray.”

I wanted to believe him. But I wouldn’t be a very good detective if my friends and I didn’t handle each suspect with kid gloves. After all, Malachi threatened Trevor with blackmail.

“I understand,” I said.

And I did. I would feel the same loyalty to anyone who had saved my life.

“Are you guys talking about Uncle Malachi?” Riley asked, pausing her Lola scratch session. “I love his food truck. Did you know that he always gives me free fries? And on my birthday, he made me a chocolate cake. With rainbow sprinkles and a surfer girl on top who looked just like me.”

I ‘aww’d at her extreme levels of cuteness. “That’s amazing, Riley. You are so lucky to have a friend like Uncle Malachi.”

“Uh, huh! And we’re all going surfing together sometime soon. Right after Miss Abby’s class on Sunday, right?”

“Yep. And the weekend after next, we’re taking Archie to the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs fundraiser,” Adam said. “You can’t forget about that!”

I knelt down and got to Riley’s eye level. She had her arm around Lola, who was smiling from ear to ear.

“Are you going to surf with Archie or will it be your dad’s job?” I asked.

“Dad’s,” came the reply. “He says I need to wait until I’m a little older before I can take Archie out myself. But I’ll be there with Miss Abby and my friends from Surf Sisters. We’re helping Linda to set up and decorate.”

Such a good kid.

“Great job, Riley. I know Linda really appreciates you and your friends.” I held out my palm for a high five. She smacked it and grinned, showing her missing teeth.

I felt a tap on my shoulder, stood up and turned around. It was Ethan, carrying two cups of mulled wine. He nodded hello to Adam and Riley.

“Sorry I didn’t bring you one,” he said to Adam. “I can go back, if you’d like. Not a problem at all.”

Adam shook his head. “Thanks, man, but Riley and I just had hot chocolate.”

“With marshmallows and whipped cream and chocolate curls!” Riley added.

“That sounds delicious. Are you guys here for Morgan’s performance?” Ethan asked.

“We are,” Adam nodded. “Hey, how’s your mom holding up, bro? I saw her taking photos on the beach yesterday.”

Ethan took a big gulp of mulled wine before responding. “She’s taking some time off of work until the Ray case is solved. So am I. It’s been difficult for us, especially at first. I mean, Paige found Uncle Ray with a knife stuck in his back. Nothing could be worse than that. Then, Mom had to dodge a lot of questions from reporters.”

“Sorry, dude. I’m always on Team Jeanie. I hope they can figure out who killed Ray soon.”

I wrapped my arm around my friend. “I’m so glad Ethan’s here with me tonight.” Suddenly, the stage lights turned on and a medley of holiday bell carols played from nearby speakers. A hush descended over the waiting crowd of people.

Ethan and I looked at each other. It was time for Morgan’s show.


Chapter 15

“Well, that was a performance I’ll never forget,” Ethan said. “I could count on both hands the number of times I thought Morgan was going to drop those flaming torches.”

Adam shook his head in disbelief. “I held my breath pretty much the entire time when she mimed out the ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas’ while riding her unicycle. But she pulled it off. It was kind of amazing.”

Morgan’s holiday-themed routine was anything but routine. Amidst festive music with a thumping bass, Morgan mimed, rode and juggled fire. People waved their cell phones around, capturing her every movement, then posting it on social media. At the end of her act, she came out three times for a standing ovation.

I watched as people mulled around her donation box, shaped like a glossy wrapped package. One by one, they dropped coins and bills into the bin.

“Thank you so much. Thank you, thank you,” she said over and over.

Adam nudged me. “Hey, we gotta get going. There’s one more performance we want to catch before Riley has to go home to bed. It was just announced that Ray’s wife, Krystal, took over the headlining act on the center stage.”

Ah. I shot him an inquisitive look. First Morgan, then Krystal performing? It was like Christmas had come early.

“You’re kidding,” I said. “Rockabilly Ronnie and the Rocketeers aren’t playing tonight? They always perform at the Holiday Night Market.”

“I know. Maybe Ronnie got sick or something.”

Ethan rolled his eyes. “No way. Something fishy is up. Ronnie would never miss a performance. Ever. She and her band are a Sea Glass Beach legend. They’ve been performing for the hospital staff party every year since the building existed. Since before I was born. And weirdly, Ronnie hasn’t aged a day. I need to ask her anti-aging secret.”

“It’s probably a pack of cigarettes and a shot of vodka every day,” I chuckled.

“Well, maybe we’ll see you guys there?” Adam asked.

Definitely. I wouldn’t miss this show for the world. I gave a nod.

“I thought so,” he said with a wink. “Good luck,” he mouthed to me as Riley gave Lola one last hug.

“Let’s go say hi to Morgan, Ethan,” I said, guiding Lola towards the front of the stage.

“I don’t know, Paige. I think I’m just going to hang out at the Seashell Cellars tent and talk shop with whoever’s there. What with Mom being a murder suspect and Morgan under suspicion, too, I don’t want her to think I’m being invasive. Or that I want her sympathy.”

“It’s okay,” I said, patting my friend’s arm. “I get it. Hey, go see if you can find a bottle to bring to our next dining club dinner. Lola and I will meet up with you when we’re done having a nice, friendly chat with our local mime slash murder suspect.”

“I can do that,” he said. “You try to figure out her alibi for the day Ray was killed. I’m also curious about how much she hated Ray. He may have screwed her over with a compensation payment, but did she hate him enough to want him dead?”

Lola and I sauntered over to Morgan. There was something odd about how she looked at me. Like she could read my mind. Like she didn’t have to examine me because she already knew why I was there.

Instantly, my gaze skittered away and down to Lola, who was following the scent of something. Probably a dropped kielbasa or meat pie. I fished out several dollars from my wallet and threw them into the box.

“You’re the lady from the Surfing Dogs fundraiser,” Morgan said, studying my face. “You found the body of Ray Lopez.”

Her tone was neither cold nor friendly and her face neither smiling nor unsmiling.

“Paige Andrews,” I said, holding out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Your show was excellent. You’re a talented performer.”

Lit only by the light from streetlamps and the tiny lights from the trees, Morgan’s high-contrast mime makeup looked even more severe. Her white face paint made her like a Halloween ghost, while the dark diamond shape by her eyes changed her eyes to sunken instead of merry and playful.

Morgan cocked her head, her beret tilting to one side, as if she was deciding how to feel about me. But she didn’t shake my hand, which felt almost as bad as a slap in the face. Why so distant? It wasn’t like I was the police. It was just me and my beagle sidekick.

It was then that Lola brushed up against her present-shaped tip jar. A smile lit up Morgan’s face. “Ooo, you have a dog! I love dogs. Can I pet?”

I had a feeling that even if I had said no, she would’ve lunged toward my dog and stroked her ears. Fortunately, the more I took her out around people, the more comfortable Lola was becoming with strangers.

“I’m sorry I was weird to you back there,” Morgan said, stroking Lola’s back. “It’s just that any time I begin thinking about that horrible day that Ray died, I kind of clam up. Which isn’t usually my speed, as I’m sure you saw during my performance. I love people. That’s why I hate to even think about anyone dying. Even if that person was Ray Lopez.”

What do you know, a mime chatterbox.

My eyes rested on Lola, whose thoughts were a million miles away from Ray’s death. My dog’s pink tongue lolled in delight as Morgan stroked her fur. With each scratch, her back leg twitched in happiness. She was in seventh heaven. Not only was she getting attention from an adoring little girl, but a new fan as well.

“It’s okay, Morgan. I totally understand,” I said in what I hoped was my sweetest, most friendly tone.

I must’ve hit a nerve as soon as the words tumbled from my mouth. Morgan stood up to face me, drawing herself up to her full height.

“But do you really understand?”

She was taller than I remembered, towering over my head by several inches. With her toned leg muscles and square shoulders, she made me feel small.

“No offense, Paige, but I don’t think you have any idea what I’ve been through in the past few days. You’re just the poor woman who found Ray in the changing room. I’m the one who’s been getting grilled by the police.”

She was right. I didn’t have an inkling what it was like to be a murder suspect. I hoped I never did. But exactly why was Morgan so defensive?

Thanks to my many years working for very wealthy, very picky and very insecure clients, I was used to dealing with confrontation. I never liked it. My stomach would twist into a big old knot no matter what. But dealing with angry clients was the dark underbelly of selling a high-end product. Usually, it was because the client had personal problems in his or her life that they thought they could solve with a lavish wedding and beautiful clothes. Sometimes, the custom wedding veil or fascinator that cost thousands was really a bandage for an already doomed wedding. In those situations, when my team and I had done nothing wrong, the only thing we could do was smile, nod and make sure we got our payment.

The fact that Morgan was snapping at me, practically a total stranger, meant that she felt stressed. And in way over her head. I could only dust off my trusty old ‘customer service smile.’ Maybe hope it would disarm her.

She threw back her head and laughed. “Goodness, Paige, I have no idea why I’m unloading on you like that. I feel like you’re a good listener. Even if the people who you’re listening to a spewing all kinds of nonsense. It’s probably because you have a soothing aura around you,” she said, her hands tracing the outline of my torso in the air.

“It’s never nonsense,” I said.

Even if people weren’t honest with me, which sometimes happened, they were still showing me a version of their true selves each time they opened their mouths.

Morgan frowned. “No, I guess it isn’t. Can we start again? I’d really like to be friends and I feel like I’ve just messed up my chance of a good first impression with you. And that makes me sad.”

She pouted. For a moment, I felt as if I had seen someone else do this motion before.

But who?

“Sure,” I said, even though first impressions are called first impressions for a reason. I really had no choice but to play along.

“Enough about me, though,” Morgan said as she picked up her unicycle and packed it away into a trunk. “I’d really like to know more about you, Paige Andrews. The woman who found Ray.”

“Well, I’m a milliner by profession. Sea Glass Beach is my hometown. I used to work for a high-end bridal shop in Beverly Hills. Then I opened my own shop. I own Rad Hatters on Main Street.”

“Oh yes, I know that. You made a funeral fascinator for Krystal Lopez,” she said.

I raised my eyebrows. “How do you know that?”

Morgan shrugged. “I overheard that assistant of hers talking about it just a few hours ago. Krystal is performing on the main stage tonight, you know.”

Was that a smirk?

“I bet you anything she paid off Rockabilly Ronnie and the Rocketeers so that she could be front and center.”

It was a smirk.

So, Morgan wasn’t a fan of Krystal, either. Although Ray and his young wife seemed to have little in common, they shared one thing: no one in town seemed to like them.

“I know you didn’t care for Ray,” I said. “My friend Ethan’s mom, Jeanie, didn’t either. Ray was her brother. And she’s being questioned by the police, too.”

Morgan took off her beret and smoothed her dark hair.

“If the cops think that sweet woman knifed Ray, they’re out of their minds,” she shrugged. “Oh, I know what everyone in town is saying. Jeanie Lopez has had a beef with her estranged brother for years. But I just don’t get the feeling that she did it, you know? But, I could be wrong. I can be a really poor judge of character. Which is funny, since studying people’s odd quirks is somewhat of a profession of mine. Makes my mime routines that much more believable and fun.”

“I heard what happened between you and Ray,” I said. “That must’ve been awful, missing out on so much income because of your injury.”

“Don’t even get me started on that toad. He delighted in screwing me over and making my life unnecessarily nightmarish. Hey, you’re trying to figure out who killed the Avocado King, aren’t you?”

Pretty much. I don’t love a fib, but if the end justifies the means…

But I shook my head. “I’m just curious.”

“Hey wait,” she snapped her fingers. “I remember hearing about you. You and your dinner club, or whatever you’re called, helped solve the murder of Justin Thyme. You’re totally trying to dig up clues!”

“We’re just trying to help Jeanie out. We don’t think she killed Ray, either. Do you have any idea who did?”

Morgan chewed her lip in thought. “The only person who really benefited from his death was his wife. Follow the money and you might have your answer.”

“She does have an obvious motive,” I said.

Better than Jeanie. And then, that video from the beach. Was Krystal really the person?

Morgan glanced at her phone. “Is that the time? Hey, listen, it was nice talking with you, but I have to pack up my stuff. There’s somewhere I gotta be. Cute dog. I love beagles.”

She shoved the last of her equipment into her trailer and locked it up with a shove.

“Catch ya later, Paige,” she said as she disappeared into the sea of the night market attendees.

“Well, that was abrupt,” I said aloud.

Lola looked at me, then pulled. Again. This time it was toward Morgan’s locked trailer, sitting by the curb. She touched her black nose to the ground and sniffed, halting by the trailer hitch. Something was there on the ground.

Something small and ripped into several pieces.

“What’s this?” I asked, crouching down.

It was a photo, torn into shreds. Judging by the look of its photo paper and the tones of the image, I guessed it was developed maybe 25 years ago when we still took our film to the drugstore.

I laid the pieces out on the curb, rotating and rearranging them until they all fit together. Well, almost all of them. There was one piece missing. But at least I could still make out an image on the front. And some writing on the back.

Two people stared back at me. At least it was supposed to be two people. One of them was missing a face. There was a little girl with long, dark hair and dark eyes. She smiled at the camera as she held a baby, wrapped in a pink blanket. The baby’s face was missing.

“Maybe the writing on the back will tell us who these people are,” I said, flipping the shreds of the photo over.

Fortunately, the missing piece of the photo puzzle didn’t affect the blue ball-point pen writing. ‘May 1999. Big sister Morgan and baby sister Kry ____, Grandma’s house,’ I read aloud.

Morgan.

And someone else. The piece with the rest of the name was missing. But if I had to guess, I’d say it might be Krystal.

Krystal Lopez?

Sisters.

My jaw dropped. If the missing name spelled Krystal, and that Krystal was the Krystal, it started to make sense. The photo explained so much about Morgan’s behavior toward her sister. The animosity. The jealousy. The reason why Morgan had moved here when Krystal married Ray. Heck, even the facial expressions of pouting the lips and tilting the head were the same. But why did Morgan keep her relationship with Krystal a secret?

And, perhaps more importantly, did her secret have anything to do with her brother-in-law’s untimely death?


Chapter 16

Ipractically ran back to the Seashell Cellars wine tent, with Lola fast at my heels. The pieces of the photo burned a hole in my purse. I couldn’t wait to tell Ethan and the rest of the Beachside Dining Club about my discovery.

“Hey there,” Ethan said, a quizzical look on his face at my flushed cheeks.

“Hi,” I said, panting to catch my breath. “I need to talk to you.”

Ethan’s eyes grew wide. “Is it about you-know-who?”

He pressed his hands to an imaginary wall, then ceiling, acting out a mime routine. In return, Lola cocked her head, confused.

I nodded deeply. “It’s big.”

I checked my smartwatch. Krystal’s performance was scheduled to begin in a few minutes. And it was all the way at the other end of the street.

“C’mon, Lola. Let’s walk and talk, Ethan. We need to make trails if we want to show up on time,” I urged.

“Agreed. Let’s go check out Krystal’s inaugural performance,” Ethan said.

Ethan placed several bottles of wine in a tote bag and waved goodbye to Daria, the wine store owner. Like a school of fish swimming toward their destination, we hopped into the throng and made our way to the main stage.

“So, what happened back there with Morgan? Spill, chica.”

“First, she was acting super strangely toward me. Standoffish. Like she didn’t trust me at all. And she snapped at me when I was trying to be sympathetic. Which is weird because she doesn’t even know me.”

“Paige, I hate to break it to you, but maybe she’s just a more sensitive person than you’re used to dealing with. Artists can be like that, you know.”

I had to defend myself. Ethan knew perfectly well that millinery rises from craft to art.

“Hey, I’m an artist,” I countered.

“I know, but you’re also a shop owner. And a pro at dealing with all kinds of Beverly Hills rich weirdo types who want last-minute changes or don’t want to pay you what you’re worth. Morgan is, well, she’s a mime, Paige. She might live in her own world.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Maybe I shouldn’t judge her too harshly. But she was hiding a secret from me.”

Ethan asked, “What? Don’t tell me she’s the one who stabbed Ray out of anger at how he treated her after her accident. That would be too neat, too tidy.”

I stopped in my tracks, reached into my purse and pulled out the pieces of ripped up photo. “She left this near her trailer full of performance equipment.”

“Wow, I haven’t touched a printed out photo like this in years,” Ethan said, touching the pieces. “Brings back memories of when I’d go to the 24-hour photo shop with my mom and print out our pictures of our trips back to visit my grandma in Mexico. So, who’s in this photo? Looks like a little girl and, judging by the pile of pink blankets, a baby girl?”

“Not just any little girl and baby. It’s Morgan holding her baby sister. The name isKry- but the rest of it is cut off. I’m sure it’s Krystal. As in Krystal Lopez.”

A soft gasp escaped him. “No freaking way. Morgan the mime is the sister of Mrs. Krystal Lopez, soon to become the country’s newest pop sensation?”

“Apparently. And Krystal hates her, too. She paid Ronnie and the Rocketeers enough to make them bow out. Tonight, she could take their spot on stage. And, get this: Morgan thinks Krystal murdered Ray. For his money.”

“That’s intense. Now I can see why your cheeks were as bright as one of Santa’s elves when you ran over here.”

“You’re looking at one elf here who is also a detective.”

By now, we were approaching the stage, with just moments to spare.

“Will you give those photo pieces to Rick?” Ethan asked.

I nodded. “Definitely. I hope it can help him.”

I felt a brush of fur on my leg and looked down at Lola. She looked up at me, and despite the surrounding crowd, I heard her whine. Then she saddled up to me as close as she could get without practically hopping into my arms.

“Uh oh. I think Lola’s unhappy. Maybe the crowd is too much for her,” I said.

“Hmm. She looks sad. Could you pick her up?”

I scooped the 15-pound beagle into my arms. Her whole little body trembled like a leaf.

“Poor baby,” I cooed, feeling like the worst dog mom in the universe. My mistake was assuming Lola, who already had anxiety, would be fine in a strange place with strangers. Why hadn’t I left her at home?

“I don’t want to miss this performance,” I said.

It wasn’t because I had just spotted Adam and Riley about 20 feet from where we stood. The murder suspect was ready for her biggest show. I was crossing my fingers, hoping for evidence that would expose Krystal’s involvement in the murder. She might drop lyrics full of clues. Or even make a special announcement.

Ethan jabbed his thumb toward an area off to the right. “Come backstage with me. It might be quieter there since that’s the area opposite of where the speakers are blasting sound. And there’s a grassy area nearby where I can take Lola if she doesn’t calm down.”

Bless you, Ethan. I could’ve hugged him for being such a super wingman. Instead, I shot him a grateful smile.

“It’s an old trick I used when I’d go to Jamal’s shows. He used to be in a hardcore punk band, and when he’d play, I’d always move off to the side to save my ears. As well as wear earplugs.”

Now this I couldn’t believe. Jamal was one of the most gentle, most zen people I’d ever met. “Mr. Peaceful Yoga Instructor was in a mosh pit-inducing punk band?” I asked.

Ethan nodded. “That’s where we had our first date, too. Don’t ask, it was a long time ago. Way before I went to pharmacy school and became a normie. My old sleeveless denim jacket is covered in patches and safety pins. It would cause a meltdown at TSA if I wore it while going through security.”

“I’d love to see it sometime. You should wear it to our next dining club dinner. In fact, I dare you. Double doggie dare you.”

“Accepted. But don’t be surprised if you mistake me for a rock god instead of a humble pharmacist when I wear that magical piece of clothing.”

We relocated to the stage’s side. Ethan had been right. It was quieter. There were much fewer people. I could still see the stage, mostly. And Lola was no longer shaking uncontrollably.

“Introducing, for the very first time, Sea Glass Beach’s own Krystal!” an announcer boomed over the speaker system.

I pressed ‘record’ on my phone’s video feature. The stage lights dimmed. Red and green lights twirled on stage and then the fake snow fell.

On the stage side, a violinist played a dramatic rendition of “Angels We Have Heard on High.”

“There she is!” someone in the crowd cried, pointing to the top of the stage.

And there she was.

Krystal was descending on a swing covered in luscious holiday greenery and gold ribbons. Her outfit was a white feather-covered tube top with a matching white feather mini skirt trimmed in white, fluffy faux fur. Matching white knee high patent leather heeled boots covered her feet. Huge white feather-covered angel wings spanned more than the entire length of the swing. Her already long blonde hair seemed even longer and curlier now. When she raised the microphone to her red lips, her voice was breathy and seductive.

And much better than I expected. Sure, I had listened to some of her demo songs on her social media. They were fine. Generic and forgettable, like her voice, but fine. Now, she sang the popular Christmas song with a rich, full-bodied voice that seemed to soar from the heights of the stage, like the flapping wings of flying Christmas angels.

She mesmerized the crowd. We stood below her, eyes glued to every move on that swing.

Just as she was about to sing “Gloooooooooria,” her voice unexpectedly broke.

Krystal forced a wide smile, clearly thrown off. But she raised the microphone to her lips and continued to sing.

But what came out of her mouth sounded nothing the bewitching voice we had just heard. Instead, it sounded like a baby bird squawking at its mama for some dinner.

“Glooooooooooooria,” Krystal sang, but it was so shrill that half the audience covered their ears. “In exelsis Deeeooooooooo,” she squeaked.

“Turn the stupid microphone off, you idiot!” Krystal screamed into the microphone. “You are the worst assistant ever. You’re fired immediately-”

But we never found out whatever else Krystal was going to say to her poor assistant. Because at that moment, one of the ropes holding her swing up snapped so loudly, it was like a firecracker had gone off on stage.

Krystal’s angel wings couldn’t save her as she fell down onto the stage. She landed with a thump.

For a brief moment, the crowd was silent. Then, chaos. People pushing. Crying. Screaming.

The stage lights dimmed.

“Holy smokes,” breathed Ethan. “Do you think Krystal is…dead? If she isn’t, she’s hurt pretty badly,” he said. “I’m going to go up there and see if she needs any help.”

Ethan sprinted to the stage, where the poor violin player stood over her body in shock before fainting, landing next to Krystal.

I saw Ethan check Krystal’s pulse as crew members rushed onto the stage. Soon, the curtain was drawn, and I heard Chief Rick’s voice boom on the loudspeaker.

“Everyone needs to remain calm, please,” he demanded. “Krystal has had an unfortunate accident. In order to give her the best medical care possible, I need everyone to stay where they are until we release you.”

This didn’t sound good. Poor Krystal. Was she okay? Injured? Severely?

Dead?

I couldn’t see anything that was happening behind the curtain. Maybe if Lola and I got even closer to the stage, I could catch a glimpse of something. Anything.

An ambulance had arrived and several EMTs jumped out with a stretcher. My stomach tightened as they wheeled the stretcher backstage. I wasn’t alone in not liking her or even thinking she maybe killed Ray Lopez but gone - she didn’t deserve that.

But then, something small and white fluttered off the side of the stage. And landed next to Lola’s paws.

I bent down to pick it up. A ripped piece of paper, about the size of a quarter. I flipped it over and gasped out loud.

It wasn’t just any old piece of paper. The image of the baby’s face with a bit of pink blanket around her stared back at me. On the back, the missing letters. –Stal. Krystal. Such a small piece of paper. No one but me would notice it.

I took the other photo pieces out of my bag one by one and placed them down on the grass. Sure enough, the photo was now complete.

“Why was this piece of the photo on the stage?” I asked my beagle, who cocked her head to the side as if she could understand my question.

She pointed her nose in the opposite direction and woofed.

I turned my head to look over there. “What is it, girl?”

It was Morgan, sitting on the ground in a small clearing of the crowd, her face in her hands, her whole body racked with uncontrollable sobs and tears like a running faucet, her white and black mime makeup melting down her face, smearing it all over with her hands.

She saw me looking at her.

And she jumped up and bolted into the rest of the crowd.

I said to Lola, “Are you trying to tell me that you think Morgan left this piece of photo on stage?”

Lola raised her dark, intelligent eyebrows.

“Let’s go out on a limb,” I said. “If she did, and Krystal’s accident was no accident, then maybe Morgan rigged the swing to fall and kill her sister. It’s a stretch, though. All of this might be an accident.”

Too many coincidences. As Sven Larson, my favorite fictional detective always said, ‘Coincidences add up to a bigger picture.’ He was always right. But this time, I hoped he wasn’t.


Chapter 17

The warming scent of pumpkin, cinnamon, cloves and nutmeg poured out of my toasty oven. I dusted my flour-covered hands on my apron and, for the first time in hours, took a seat at my kitchen table with a mug of flowery chamomile tea.

The inky blackness of the night sky seemed to cover everything outside in a thick blanket of dark comfort. Except for the moon. That was perched high above the Pacific Ocean, shining and watching over everything like a lighthouse lamp. Its brightness cast shadows onto the water below and I stood on my tiptoes, I could see past the sea cliff outside my backyard, past the scraggly bushes that hugged the coastline to the calm, rolling water below. Reminding me that nothing is certain, except Mother Nature and her pull of the ever-flowing tide.

Ethan was here, as was Lola, of course. After the Holiday Night Mart and Krystal’s tragic fall, we decamped back to the safety and comfort of Sea Rose, my cottage. Back to the roses outside my front door, back to my kitchen and back to Lola’s soft doggie bed that sported a permanent indentation of her curled-up body.

“That pumpkin bread smells so good,” Ethan said, leaning back in his chair. In front of us was the Crime Board, looking more like an internet meme of the work of a crazed, obsessed detective following obscure clues than an actual puzzle with a clear solution.

After the EMTs had taken Krystal to the hospital, both of us were shaken, to say the least. But also re-energized. Something very wrong had happened on stage to a woman suspected of murdering her husband. Now, all we needed to know was the question on the lips of everyone in Sea Glass Beach: was it an accident? Or perhaps something more sinister was at play.

When Ethan told me Krystal wasn’t dead from her fall on the swing, I was so relieved I could’ve cried right there. Everything up to that point had made me believe she would be the third victim in this unlucky family and the second fatality.

“I can’t believe Krystal survived that fall,” I said. “She must’ve been…”

“Fifteen feet,” he said, shaking his head. “She’s lucky. When I first saw her, I thought she was a goner. Then, she started to mumble something about her ‘stupid assistant screwing everything up.’ I realized she was back to her old Krystal ways and would be fine.”

“It’s a miracle she only broke her foot,” I said, wrapping my hand around the soothing warmth of the mug of tea. Lola was over there on her dog bed, snoring up a storm.

Ethan smiled weakly.

“Speaking of her strange singing, I recorded the show. Let’s watch it,” I said.

I pulled out my phone and pressed play. Krystal, wearing her skimpy white feather-covered outfit and angel wings, descended on the swing, belting out Angels We Have Heard on High. Her voice broke. She yelled at her assistant. Her swing broke. She fell to the ground.

Ethan shuddered. “Everything about it is so horrible. From her tacky outfit to her ‘enhanced’ singing voice to her fall. Yuck. I’m just thankful she survived that kind of accident.”

“But was it an accident?” I asked. “Considering everything that’s happened to the Lopez family recently, it seems like too much of a coincidence.”

“I was thinking the same thing. Here, let me see your phone.”

Ethan held out his hand, and I passed it to him. He dragged his finger over the video frames, stopping at the very moment when Krystal’s swing started to snap.

In the frame, Krystal’s face was frozen in a look of impending horror. Her eyes were as wide as dinner plates, her mouth gaping open as she realized she was going to fall.

Ethan dragged his fingertips over the image, focusing in on one thing: the snapped rope. He zoomed in as much as he could until we could see exactly where the rope broke.

I had seen frayed and old ropes before. When I was a student in fashion design school, I had worked behind the stage at small theaters in Los Angeles, designing costumes for up-and-coming actors. Those creaky old theaters were brimming with all kinds of ropes and levers and sandbags. Sometimes things broke and then repaired. We all knew how important it was to have ropes in good working order. It could mean the difference in a performer’s life or death.

But this rope didn’t look like those well-worn ropes I had seen before. No, this was different.

And there was something very, very wrong about it all.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Ethan asked. He, too, had spent time on stage, back when we were good friends at Sea Glass High. Me, I was always backstage among the hoards of thick stage makeup, jewel-toned satins, towering wigs and always a rogue mustache or false eyelash.

I felt myself growing impatient with the obviousness of it. Not an accident! I swallowed. “That rope wasn’t frayed,” I said in a rush. “See the smooth cut in the rope? It looks like someone cut it halfway. Then let gravity finish the job.”

Ethan stared at the phone, his eyes centimeters away from the screen.

“I agree,” he said at last. “And that’s my professional opinion. That means…”

“Someone tried to kill Krystal this evening. Or at least hurt her badly,” I jumped in.

“Where’s that Swear Jar? I’d like to preemptively throw in a dollar before I express my true frustration and worry at what happened tonight,” Ethan said.

I jabbed my thumb behind me to the glass jar, half full on the counter. He pulled out a dollar, and it joined the other coins and bills.

“There, much better,” he said. “Something about dealing with a near-fatal accident makes me feel jumpy. Now it’s time for me to do what my wonderful husband would recommend. Jamal would never curse. He’d just usher in some zen. So, here goes.”

Ethan inhaled deeply, then exhaled. I joined him.

Breath in.

Breath out.

“I’m trying to work on my breathwork in stressful situations, just like Jamal wants me to,” he said.

Breath in.

Breath out.

“And I think it’s working. Jamal knows what he’s talking about. Well, sometimes. Most of the time, I’m the one who’s right.”

That was me, actually.

“In all the years I’ve known you, you’re hardly ever wrong,” I said.

The oven chirped a merry ding!

Without opening an eye, Lola twitched her nose huffing in deep breaths of pumpkin-bread-scented air. Then, she laid back down on her doggie bed.

Within seconds, deep rumbles of snores came from her corner.

“Looks like Lola is telling you she would consider being roused from her deep sleep, if there’s a snack waiting for her,” Ethan said with a chuckle.

“I mean, I’m the same way,” I said, standing up to check the bread. “Lola and I are birds of a feather. We flock together.”

The loaf was perfect. Raised slightly, with a nice brown crust. I flipped it over on a cooling rack. Steam poured from the bread.

It had been a long time since I had eaten anything. In fact, the last time was hours ago. Ethan had brought me back some of Seashell Cellars’ legendary cheesy straws. I had resisted snacking on the bag of sweet buns for Kevin from Honey Drop. No, those would be his reward for getting information about the case from Rick. Speaking of Rick…

“We need to tell Rick what we saw,” Ethan said, and I gave a little start. It was as if he could read my mind. “I’m sure he’s busy with Krystal’s near-death accident right now. But I also think that what we discovered about the rope looking like it was cut is crucial to solving the case.”

I snapped my fingers, remembering the photo. “I can’t believe I almost forgot to show you what Lola and I found. Here,” I said.

I placed the pile of torn up photo pieces I had in my purse’s pocket on the dining table in front of him. Until the pieces fit and flipped and rotated, the image of young Morgan holding Krystal appeared.

And now, thanks to the recovered piece, we could see her face.

“There it is, in all its glory. That tiny scrap. On the stage, too, right?” Ethan asked.

“Yep. It fell down right by Lola’s paws. But the strangest thing of it all was that we saw Morgan crying in the crowd. Sobbing is actually a better word to describe her action. Extremely distraught. Her white and black mime makeup was a mess. She saw us looking at her and she jumped up and ran away. Okay, I think the bread has cooled enough for me to start cutting it.”

The knife ran through the pumpkin bread with ease. As I cut the slices, the idea of Morgan crying hard unsettled me. It meant feelings ran deep. It meant that maybe Morgan had reached her limit…

Neat slabs of pumpkin bread just fit on a snowflake-shaped serving platter. Ethan’s eyes lit up like a kid at Christmas.

“Now, I do have to warn you,” I said. “You know how much I like to fiddle with recipes and make them my own.”

He moaned. “Oh, don’t tell me there’s anything weird in here like cheddar cheese or pieces of bacon.”

“Hey, those maple syrup cookies with candied bacon on top were good! At least, I thought so. No, this bread is pretty tame. It’s your typical delicious, moist, spicy pumpkin bread. But I added some caramel chips for extra sweetness.”

“I can deal with extra sugar,” Ethan said. “Especially after what happened tonight.”

His hand reached for a slice.

But I wasn’t done. “And, there’s something extra that will help boost our brain power.”

Ethan’s hand froze mid-air. “What?”

“Spirulina powder,” I said.

Ethan groaned. “You put powdered algae into your pumpkin bread? Jamal uses that stuff in the smoothies he makes. It tastes like dirt. And swamp. Paige, how could you?”

I waved away his whine. “Oh, it’s only just a teaspoon. That’s why the bread’s tinted green. Anyway, I don’t think you’ll be able to even taste it. People bake with it all the time. And it’s so good for you. It has tons of antioxidants and-”

“Say no more,” he said, grabbing a piece of bread. “It does have a rather odd color. But, here goes nothing!”

He bit the bread and chewed.

I waited with bated breath.

A smile spread across his face. “You know, I don’t hate it. In fact, I actually love it. It has an earthy aftertaste, but it complements the sweet flavor of the pumpkin and the extra caramel. Nice job, Paige.”

This recipe was a keeper, thank goodness. I’d have to write it down. “Ye of little faith. Now that algae-infused pumpkin bread is coursing through our veins, we need to decide what to do next. How guilty is Morgan?”

Ethan held up his fingers. “One: she kept her relationship with Krystal a complete secret. I wonder if the police even know.”

“Two,” I continued, “She hates her sister. Or she feels some powerful emotion like hate. Morgan told me she thinks Krystal killed her husband for the money. Did they have a fight about that? Then, Morgan ripped up a childhood photo of them together, showing her sister that their bond is broken.”

“Three,” Ethan added, “she was by the stage when Krystal had her accident. You saw her in the crowd right after her fall.”

“And four,” I said, “She was distraught. But also feeling guilty about what she just to her sister. Why else would she run away when we saw each other?”

Ethan nodded. “Exactly. Boy, Paige, there must be something special about you that makes guilty people want to run away from a crime scene. First, Malachi with Trevor. Then Morgan with Krystal.”

He reached toward the plate again to grab another piece of pumpkin bread, but I pulled it away.

“Those who hurl accusations get denied treats,” I said with a smile.

“Hey, I’m sorry. Please forgive me? And let me have another piece. Just one more.”

“Okay. While you do that, I need to text Chief Rick and send him my video of the performance. And, we need to check up with Kevin on what he’s learned. But that can wait for tomorrow.”

I leaned back in my chair, my eyes resting on the Crime Board. Soon, it would be full of more tidbits. A yawn escaped my lips, and I checked my smartwatch. It was past midnight. Too late for someone like me who needed to be productive tomorrow. The surfing competition was only a week away. Then there were some finishing touches for Rad Hatters that I needed to work on.

“It’s time for me to get back to Jamal, too,” Ethan said. “I texted him that I was here with you but he must’ve already been in bed.”

With tired eyes, I looked at my friend. “Take some of the bread home with you as a thank-you gift to your sweet husband. Thanks for coming out with me tonight, Ethan. I really appreciate it.”

He smiled. “I’ve been holed up at home for too long, trying to keep away from people. And the murder case. But it turns out I can’t avoid it. And maybe that’s a good thing. We can all work together to close this case and find Ray some justice.”

“And Trevor. And Krystal,” I added.

“Yes. And maybe their near-death experiences will turn them into better, more grateful people,” he said.

I shook my head. I had known many, many people like Trevor and Krystal during my time in L.A. “I wouldn’t bet on it.”

But stranger things have happened.


Chapter 18

The next morning dawned clear and bright. Lola and I packed up our bags, grabbed our surf board and headed straight to the beach. If we were going to compete in the Santa Paws Surfing Dogs competition next weekend, we needed to practice.

And I needed to clear my head.

Right before I went to bed, I had texted Chief Rick. Then the rest of the Beachside Dining Club, of course. Everyone had to be in the loop. Included was the video of the concert and the photo of the torn up photo pieces, rearranged to show that Morgan and Krystal were sisters.

In true Rick fashion, his reaction was impossible to read. All he responded was, ‘Thanks.’

That was it. It confused me. Was he angry? Or maybe happy to get the clues?

The only person who could speak fluent Rick was his twin brother, Kevin. Maybe he could help translate for me.

As Lola and I descended the trail that led to the beach, I smiled. Despite the murder case and Krystal’s accident, some things were looking up. Patricia, Ray’s former assistant, had called me early this morning. She apologized over and over for not coming to get the hat I had made for Krystal.

I had been waiting for her call ever since I found Trevor laying on the reindeer pool floatie, nursing his injuries. Patricia owed me a lot of money.

But, begrudgingly, I understood. I had no choice.

Ray’s funeral was in two days and there was a lot to tie up, Patricia had said in a voice that sounded heavy with sadness. Tomorrow morning, she would come to pick up my creation from Rad Hatters and pay me the rest of the fee.

‘Thank goodness we aren’t planning a double funeral,’ she had said. ‘Krystal will look every inch the elegant, devastated wife in your lovely hat.’

Also, it was a beautiful day.

The sun peaked out from a few fluffy clouds. I filled my lungs with the fresh, salty sea air. The wind carried the scent of bacon-and-egg-filled breakfast burritos being served at the small café next to the equipment rental shop. Only a few others were out this early in the morning.

I kicked off my flip-flops, dropped my tote bag laden with towels, an umbrella and snacks. In a paper bag, I had Kevin’s sweet buns, just in case.

My toes touched the still-cool sand. It would warm up as the day progressed. But now, at 8 a.m., it felt refreshing. Lola allowed me to slip on her sporty red life vest.

She trotted toward the water, seemingly fearless.

“Good girl, Lola!” I called as she neared the shore. Maybe our training with Adam and his little dog, Archie, had paid off.

“Would you look at that?” a familiar voice called. “Miss Lola’s turning into a real surfer pup.”

It was Kevin. He was wearing his wetsuit and the Dawn Patrol straw sun hat I had made for him. In the reflection of his trademark mirrored sunglasses, Lola wagged her tail.

I had never been so happy to see him.

My godfather got a big bear hug from me and kisses from Lola. “Kev! I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it out this morning. Mom told you have a new contract to maintain the Sea Glass Beach Aquatics Club. Are you able to help me teach Lola how to ride the waves?”

He nodded. “Just call me a Dog Surf Consultant. My fee is… sweet buns from Honey Drop. You still got ‘em, I hope.” He lowered his sunglasses and threw me a sly wink. “But don’t tell Linda I’m going off the low-carb plan, okay?”

I laughed. “No way! I would never snitch on you. After all, cutting out carbs cold turkey must be really difficult.”

He shot me a pained look. “One more week of low-carb solidarity. But I’m dying here! I don’t know how much grilled chicken I can eat. I know Linda’s happy I’m her struggle buddy but this kind of life ain’t for old Kev.”

“The sweet buns are over there by my towel and flip-flops. You help me with Lola. I’ll happily hand over those ooey, gooey sweet buns.”

Kevin practically drooled as he held out his hand. “Deal.”

We shook.

Several successful runs of surfing with Lola on the board later, we took a break on the beach. I set up an umbrella and towels to sit on. Lola gnawed with content on her rawhide bone. I pulled out the bag of sweet buns and handed one to Kevin.

With shaking hands, he held the bun and took a big bite.

“Ahhh, that’s the stuff,” he said, chewing slowly. “Man, Linda doesn’t know what she’s missing!”

“Why are you going low carb with Linda in the first place? It seems like a very un-Kevin thing to do.”

He looked down, avoiding my gaze. “Linda wanted someone to do it with her. So, I’m just helping her out.”

But it wasn’t just that. I knew Kevin better than almost anyone else. He’d been my godfather and close friend since I was a newborn. Kevin lived to surf, and he lived to eat. And that included eating everything under the sun. There was something going on.

I studied his face. “What’s the catch, Kevin?”

His eyes shifted, still avoiding my gaze. “Nothing. Nada. Zilch.”

But the fact that he was picking at his nails meant the complete opposite.

“You’ve been hiding something from me, haven’t you?”

He took a big breath. “Okay, okay, you guys will figure it out soon enough. After all, the dining club is chock full of amateur detectives. I can’t hide anything from you guys.”

Now my interest was piqued.

“Go on,” I encouraged.

“Linda and I are…dating,” he said.

I almost choked on a piece of last night’s spirulina-laced pumpkin bread I had brought for myself.

“Hey, don’t be so surprised,” he said. He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I’m sure you had an inkling. Don’t tell me you didn’t.”

He was right. The idea of Linda and Kevin having some kind of special relationship, more than friends, had been in the back of my mind for a while. They were always taking playful digs at each other. And now, Kevin was making the ultimate sacrifice: giving up baked goods, French fries and pancakes from the Seagull Café.

But hearing him state the obvious was new. Defensive Kevin was a Kevin I had almost never encountered. As long as I had known him, the man was loyal to only one thing: surfing. Riding the waves was the sun and his day job, and even his friends were the planets. They all revolved around him being able to do what he loved the most. We all knew this and loved him for his quirks.

Sure, he had had girlfriends. But they never lasted long and the last time he dated, I was finishing my degree at a fashion design school. But a Kevin in love? Now that was something quite unexpected.

“I’m thrilled for you, Kev,” I said.

And I was. Linda was a great friend. One of my favorite people in town. If you got beneath her demanding, perfectionist top layer, you’d find a heart of gold. She had devoted her life to taking care of abandoned animals. And I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather see with Kevin.

“You are?” he brightened.

All Kevin needed was some reassurance. “Yes. I am. Linda is a wonderful person. And so are you.”

His shoulders slumped as he let out a sigh of relief. “She is, isn’t she? Except for this whole low-carb thing, of course.”

He took another giant bite of sweet bun.

“How long have you two been together?” I asked. Nosey of me, I know, but I couldn’t help myself.

“Like, a month? But I’ve had a thing for her for a long time. Probably why I invited her to join the Beachside Dining Club all those years ago.”

“Around the time of the Justin Thyme case, you two got together,” I stated. A silver lining in a senseless murder, maybe.

He reached over to scratch Lola’s haunches. “There’s just something about being close to death that helps you put life in perspective.”

“I’ll eat to that.” I popped the last of the pumpkin bread in my mouth.

While we were trying to find the identity of Justin’s murderer, Kevin became the victim of an attack himself. But now, as I looked at him petting my dog, I knew they were on the same blissed-out wavelength. At last, Kevin had found a worthy partner.

“So, you won’t tell anyone else, right?” Kevin asked. “I just want this between you and me. I’m not even sure if Annie knows.”

Oh Mom knew, of course, I thought with a wry smile. Mom knew pretty much everything that went on in Sea Glass Beach. If she wasn’t savvy about Kevin and Linda, I’d eat all the hats in my shop.

“Your secret’s safe with me.” I handed him another pillowy bun. “A treat to celebrate your new girlfriend?”

Kevin gave me a shy smile as he took the bun. “You know, that’s the first time anyone’s used that word to describe Linda. Even I haven’t called her that. It’s early stages, you know.”

He stretched out his legs and wiggled his feet tanned a deep golden brown. “I don’t wanna do anything stupid. Anything that could mess this up. I like her and I think she feels the same about me.”

I gave him a playful punch on the arm. “I got you, Kev. Hey, you need to fill me in on what happened when you talked to your brother about the case. Any updates?”

He shook his head. “Nope. All that work for almost no intel from Ricky. I made him my finest batch of piña coladas, too. Fresh pineapple juice, a beautiful dark rum, blended to perfection. But all he said was that everyone’s still a suspect. Even Jeanie.”

“What about alibis?”

“They all could’ve done it, Paige. Krystal, Jeanie, Trevor or Malachi. No one has an iron-clad alibi. Too bad, huh?”

And this was before Krystal’s disastrous performance, too. My friends agreed with me and Ethan: the rope on her swing had been cut. Which meant it could easily have been attempted murder.

“Does Rick have any leads on what happened to Krystal? There’s no possible way Ethan’s mom caused her ‘accident’. Jeanie was at home on the phone during the time of Krystal’s performance.”

Kevin shot me a dark look. “That I do know about. Thanks to your video and evidence the police have gathered, Rick’s treating Krystal’s broken swing as attempted murder.”

“No kidding.” I couldn’t help but feel a little puffed up with pride. My video had helped the police in some way.

“They didn’t know that Morgan was Krystal’s sister, either. So good job with that, too. What they want is who cut the rope and why. They’re also uncertain about the connection to Ray’s murder.”

I shook my head. “There’s too many coincidences. First Ray is killed. Then his widow almost falls to her death. They’re linked, I’m sure.”

Kevin shrugged. “That’s what I said, too. But they still believe Jeanie had the best motive to kill Ray. As for Krystal, we’re not sure yet.”

“Who would benefit from Krystal’s death the most?” I asked. It was a very Sven Larson kind of question.

“Whoever gets her money, I guess. We need to figure that one out. Then we might have our answer.”

I snapped my fingers. “Brooke’s sister, the paralegal? She might know. I’ll ask Mom to poke around for me.”

“Good idea. Hey, sorry I wasn’t able to get more info from Ricky. Sometimes all that dude needs in order to spill the beans is a little grilling and chilling. And sometimes not even my toughest weapon of piña coladas can crack him open.”

My gaze wandered around our little resting spot on the beach, past the lifeguard tower, past the beach volleyball players and rested on a woman walking along the beach, her long dark hair blowing in the wind. With a camera in one hand, she crouched low and snapped some photos.

It was Jeanie Lopez.

I tapped Kevin on the shoulder. “Hey, I know how you can help with the case. Do you want to take a walk on the beach with me?”

He pulled his hat brim down and leaned deeper against the pile of towels. “I’m kinda in the chilling mood now, Paige. Making sure Lola knows how to stay on that surfboard is a lot of work. And those sweet buns hit the spot. I think I’ll just take a little n-”

“Nope, sorry Kev. No time to sleep.” I pointed my chin in the direction of Jeanie. “Guess who’s here? Your old flame.”

He looked in her direction and whistled low. “No kidding. Sea Glass Beach’s Most Wanted,” he said.

“Not funny,” I said.

“Hey, everyone knows Jeanie’s like, the sweetest person ever. Too bad she’s wrapped up in this awful murder case. D’you want to go talk to her?”

“Yes. She’s the last suspect we haven’t investigated yet. Ethan’s mom or not, she still tops the police’s list. So, we should have a friendly little chat with her. And you’re coming with me,” I said.

“When you say ‘friendly little chat’, you kinda sound like an Atlantic City mobster.”

I laughed. “Okay, I do. You’re right. That’s why you and Lola are coming with me. To diffuse the tension. And try to tease some more information about the case from her. She’s Ray’s sister. She must know something. Let’s try to act natural. Easy breezy. Like we just so happened to run into her.”

Kevin stood up from his shady spot on the towel and brushed the sand from his feet. “Cool is my middle name. Come on, Miss Lola. We’re going to work our undeniable charm. After all, no one could resist a cute little beagle. Or a pool maintenance professional.”


Chapter 19

“Don’t think I don’t see you three,” Jeanie Lopez said as we approached her. With a frown on her face, a camera around her neck, large dark sunglasses and a wide-brimmed sun hat, she looked like a woman who clearly wanted to be left alone.

“Jeanie!” Kevin’s tone was extra friendly. “What’s up, my friend?”

“Hi, Kevin,” she said, her tone icy. “Paige. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m kind of in the middle of something right now.”

Kevin craned his head to examine her camera. “Hey, is that a SuperShot X500? With a telephoto lens, too. Nice.”

Now that did the trick.

She smiled. “Yes, it is. I didn’t know you were a photographer.”

Neither did I. Lifeguard, pool guy, champion eater, surf bum, piña colada master, martial arts aficionado, and now photographer, too. Kevin, the Renaissance godfather.

“Oh, you know, I dabble. Me and my bros shot some gnarly surfing action back in the day. You know Wipeout Willy, right? Yeah, his photos hang in some museum in L.A. now. And mansions in Malibu. Crazy where life can take you, you know?”

“Truly,” she said. “Well, that’s what I’m trying to do right now. Take some photos of surfers. Some of my friends are out there on the waves right now. So if you don’t mind…”

I bit my lip. I’d have to think fast if I wanted to squeeze any kind of conversation out of Jeanie.

“Ethan and I hung out last night,” I tried.

She looked at me and raised a dark eyebrow over the frame of her sunglasses. “So you two saw Krystal’s ridiculous act? Pretending she was an angel when she was nothing but a gold digger. Pathetic. But then, Ray always knew how to choose them. Young, dumb and self-centered.”

Ouch. Jeanie was not trying to hide her bitterness about her brother.

“Her falling from her swing during her performance was no accident. Cops think it was pre-meditated,” Kevin said. “The rope was cut.”

She grimaced. “Yikes. It was all over the news this morning, but I didn’t know that the rope was cut. Well, I didn’t like her. But I am glad she survived. Now maybe the police will get off my back and let me live my life. I was nowhere near that silly, attention-grabbing concert. My friend in Phoenix can attest to that. We were on videocall almost the entire night. I would never touch a hair on Ray’s head. But I can’t tell you how sick and tired I am of hearing people talk about me behind my back. And avoiding eye contact. Sure, my brother and I were estranged. And for good reason.”

“I still can’t believe he cheated you the way he did,” Kevin said. “All those years ago, when I first tried your guac at the farmer’s market, I thought, this is the bomb diggity. Like, for real, the bomb. And it was. You deserved more than what he gave you.”

I watched her gaze drift out over the ocean.

“It wasn’t just about the money,” she said after a few moments. “It was the way Ray treated me. Walked all over me like a doormat, then called me a liar, cheater and worse when I tried to reason with him. I had a newborn son to raise. And I was a single mom. That toad was raking in more money in a month than I’d see in a year, all thanks to my recipe that he stole. It hurt bad. Real bad.”

“You deserved better. But look at your son. Head Pharmacist at Sea Glass General Hospital. Happily married. A stellar human being that I’m proud to call my friend. Money or not, you did good, Jeanie,” Kevin said.

Jeanie reached down to pet Lola. When she looked at us, the rings of her eyes had reddened. “Thank you, Kevin. That was one of the nicest things someone has ever said to me.”

“Do you have any idea who killed your brother?” Kevin asked, magically producing a completely dry tissue from his wetsuit pocket. When I shot him a bewildered look, he just winked.

To my surprise, she answered.

“Trevor,” she said wetly, blowing her nose with the tissue.

We looked at each other. “Trevor?”

“Sadly, yes. Trevor always was a sneaky little boy. Never trusted him. Never liked him. Ray spoiled him rotten, too. I mean, you’ve met him. From what I heard, you rescued his sorry butt off a pool floatie at the Lopez mansion. Not the kindest person out there, right?”

I shook my head. “Not really. But someone also attacked him, so he wasn’t having the best day.”

“Well, look at where he is now. CEO of Lopez Family Farms. Worth millions. That’s a big motive right there.”

This wasn’t news to the dining club. At our last impromptu meeting, we had discussed Trevor’s meteoric rise. But did it also mean that Trevor tried to kill Krystal?

“I know what you’re thinking,” she continued. “But no, he didn’t cut Krystal’s rope. There’s no way. That boy’s in love with her.”

Trevor in love with his dad’s wife? No way.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“About him? Definitely. Honey, I’ve known Trevor since he was a little boy. With Krystal, it’s infatuation.”

“He was hanging out with her at Surfing Dogs,” Kevin said. “What about Krystal? Does she have a thing for him, too?”

I could feel Jeanie’s gaze on us burning laser holes. “Are you two playing detective right now? Because I know how you solved the Justin Thyme case. But you really should leave this to the police. It could be dangerous.”

Don’t tell her we’re trying to clear her name. Because Ethan asked for our help, I told myself.

“No way, man,” Kevin said. “Getting chased after by a rabid killer is the last thing on my Christmas wish list. But we are curious. How could we not be?”

His answer seemed to work for her.

“My brother surrounded himself with some not-so-great people,” Jeanie said. “But I want justice for him as much as the next person. Listen, Krystal was always faking her love for Ray, her singing talents, everything. She should quit her singing career and think about acting because she has so much practice. That lovesick puppy act with Trevor was Oscar-worthy. Oh, she tried to keep it under wraps. I don’t think Ray ever knew. It was a rare day when he spent any time with her. But the moment I saw them together on the beach, I knew there was something else going on between them. I’m surprised you two didn’t pick up on that.”

“Nope,” I said. “But if Trevor is in love with Krystal, who cut her rope?”

Jeanie shrugged. “Beats me. Maybe she did it to herself. Hey, that’s an idea,” she brightened. “To get publicity. Krystal paid off Rockabilly Ronnie to get the stage last minute. She faked her own attempted murder. She gets all the headlines and her name is trending. Then, bam, she’ll release her first album. I’d bet you anything that’s what will happen.”

“That desperate to become famous now?” I asked. “She could’ve easily died last night if her stunt went south. That’s quite a price to pay for a few clickbait articles. Now that she’s Ray’s heir, she could buy almost anything she wanted. Including fame.”

Jeanie tilted her head, thinking. “True. But that girl was always a hustler. Ray met her in Vegas. Sometimes she’d do stints as a personal blackjack dealer to the rich and famous. That’s how she became friends with Ray. After knowing her for a week, they got married at the All or Nothing Wedding Chapel last year. Can you believe they invited me to the wedding?”

“My buddy Wipeout Willy got married in Vegas,” Kevin said. “I was his best man. Boy, was that a party to remember. In fact, the only thing I’m sure of is that I woke up the next morning with my head completely shaved. Had no idea how or why it happened. And I still don’t to this day. But Willy’s been married to his wife for 30 years.”

Jeanie squatted down on the sand. She aimed her camera at Lola, who was lifting her nose into the breeze, taking in deep breaths of the cool, mineral-scented air.

“Hold it right there, Lola,” Jeanie said, clicking away. The sunlight made her fur glisten. As Lola tilted her head, her soft brown eyes caught the reflection of the cliffs. “Beautiful,” Jeanie said, snapping away. “Paige, your dog is very photogenic. Do you mind if I use these photos and perhaps submit them to a pet portrait contest?”

I shook my head. “Please, go ahead. Lola, I didn’t know you were such a model.”

It was then that my dog decided this was the perfect moment to stick her nose into the sand and root around. In a few moments, she pulled out a half-eaten, slimy-looking piece of pizza. And sniffed it.

“Yuck!” I cried. “Don’t touch that. Dog models don’t eat moldy beach pizza!”

As Kevin kicked the pizza into the ocean, Lola looked out into the water, a mournful look on her face.

“Well, she didn’t graduate from finishing school,” I laughed. “But we still love you, little stinker.”

Jeanie ruffled Lola’s ears. “I’m glad I got the photos when I did.”

Jeanie’s shoulders were no longer rigid and her frown eased. She looked like the woman I had always known. The woman who invited me to stay for dinner in high school when Mom was busy at the café. The woman who went to every performance of our school theater productions.

Maybe she would be open to answering some more questions. It was worth a try.

“What do you know about Malachi Crescenzo’s relationship with your brother?”

A look of recognition dawned on her face. “Oh, Ray’s personal chef, who’s also a murder suspect. Owns that food truck. I know nothing about him other than that his burgers are delicious.”

“I heard Ray fired him for a somewhat silly reason. And that Malachi wasn’t being paid very much money for the amount of skilled work he was doing.”

Jeanie leaned forward, warming up to the idea of gossiping. “The only person Ray paid well was his assistant. Drove a shiny new car. Got designer purses and jewelry as her Christmas bonus. Patricia was kind of like the wife that Ray never had, in a way. She knew everything about that family. I’m certain that’s why she got so much money. To keep her from selling the family skeletons in the closet to the press.”

“No kidding.” Kevin shook his head.

“Yes, Patricia flies under the radar. But she’s loyal as anyone. In fact, she’s the best hire he ever made. Including all of his wives,” she said with a smirk.

“What about Susie Chen, the dog trainer?” I asked. “It seemed like Ray and Susie became pretty close right before his death.”

“Sorry, I know nothing about that. Susie’s a kind lady, though. Maybe Linda would know more. Or Patricia.”

I made a mental note to ask Ray’s former assistant about Susie when she came into my shop tomorrow to pay me for the hat.

“Are you going to the funeral in two days?” I asked.

“Of course. I’m not looking forward to it. Ray was not a very nice guy, but he did pay for Ethan’s pharmacy school. And he was my brother, after all. And that will never change.” Her tone was sorrowful.

“Hey, we’re really sorry for your loss,” Kevin said. “If there’s anything we can do…” he trailed off.

“Find Ray’s killer?” Jeanie asked. “No, in all seriousness, you can leave me alone. And I mean that in the nicest way possible. I need to shoot more surfing photos today. I’m trying to create a portfolio for my website. Hopefully, people will love them enough to want to buy them and frame them.”

“When I have the money, I’d love to get one for my hat shop,” I said. “And also a photo of my pretty little Lola.”

“I’ll give you the friends and family discount,” she said with a smile. “Oh, look at that wave! Sorry, guys, I gotta shoot.”

Kevin and I left Jeanie to her photography, with Lola trotting alongside.

“What do you think of all of that? Do you honestly think Trevor’s our guy?” Kevin asked, my surfboard under his arm.

“Trevor certainly gained a lot from the death of his dad. But if he stabbed Ray, does that also mean that Krystal faked her accident?” I asked.

“I’ll try to ask Ricky about it. But not fire him up with my questions. Remember-”

“Don’t tick Rick!” We said together.

“Keep us posted, Kev,” I said. “I need to ask Linda if she can find more about Susie’s relationship with Ray. That’s still fuzzy.”

“Good idea,” he said. “Well, here’s my car. Need help with the board?”

We had arrived at Kevin’s old white pickup truck. Mine was parked just a few spots away.

“No thanks, I’ve got it,” I said, taking the board from him.

“You know what, Paige? You do have it,” Kevin said in a meaningful tone.

“Come again?” I asked.

“You got this. Your shop will succeed. I know it’s been stressing you out. But you’re mad talented. People will come to Rad Hatters.”

Maybe he was right. All of my worrying was for nothing.

“Thanks, Kev. I wish I had your confidence.”

“Oh, you do. You always have. Sometimes you just bury it.” He tapped his chest by his heart. “But it’s always in there.”


Chapter 20

Confidence. It’s right inside me. I just need to pull it out.

As I repeated this mantra to myself, my hands worked in a rhythmic motion. And Lola was over there in the corner, resting on her doggy bed. Monitoring our shenanigans inside the shop.

Slice, open, count. Slice, open count. Several boxes of Dawn Patrol sun hats had arrived at my shop this morning. I wanted something to fill the empty shelves that surrounded me. So, Ashley and I were hard at work inspecting the hats, taking inventory, logging them into the shop’s computer system and finally, placing them on the shelves.

Ashley had arranged an attractive display of hat racks made from upcycled driftwood. A sea of sun hats on the rungs, brown, blue, white. Nice.

She stood back to examine her work, then readjusted the hats with a practiced touch of her hand.

Thanks to Ashley’s design genius, the display was simple but effective. It showed off the hats’ practical design while allowing customers to pick it up with ease, try it on and look at themselves in the mirror. Years of millinery work finally culminated. All those years of creating designs for others, with someone else’s name slapped on the tag. Now, my vision was real. It was something I could see and touch, not just something I imagined and wished I could do.

And it made me a little teary-eyed with pride.

No longer was anyone telling me what to do. Not my old boss, not my ex-boyfriend. Just me. This little shop was all mine. Each hat design was personal to me. And everything was curated with deep love. To put it simply, Rad Hatters was a tiny piece of the planet that was completely in my domain. And it was up to me to protect it and keep it alive.

“Ashley, you’ve outdone yourself,” I gushed. “That hat stand is perfection.”

She turned around, a huge grin on her face.

“Thanks, boss. I’m happy with it, too. Can’t wait to get more merch out here and have it start looking like a real shop!”

Today, her hair was tied up in a topknot, showing off earrings made with shimmery peacock feathers. She wore a satin magenta blouse with distressed jeans and black sneakers embellished with crystals. In contrast, I wore my burgundy Surf Sisters hoodie, black yoga pants and running shoes. Comfortable, but nowhere near as stylish as my assistant. Hat game, I got. Clothes, not so much. One of these days, I needed to ask Ashley for some style advice.

“So, what else is on the docket today?” Ashley asked. “I was thinking of adding some more photos and video to our social media platforms to get the hype up. Maybe plan our soft opening, too. Have you settled on a date yet?”

I had been telling people my shop would open ‘soon.’ But then the days rolled by, and still, I hadn’t landed on an exact date.

Ashley studied my face. “Boss, you need to choose a day to open,” she said.

“I know. I’ve just been thinking about it. Life’s been kind of crazy.”

“You mean avoiding thinking about it?”

Ouch. Okay, Ashley had it right. Maybe I was working on the Ray Lopez case too much. Maybe I wanted to distract myself from what truly required my attention: my shop.

My silence was as good as an answer.

“I’ve seen this before,” Ashley said, her tone softening. “It’s like a mental block. I worked for a crazy-talented dress designer in L.A. for a few years. Helped her open her shop. It was everything she dreamed of. She was ready to go solo. She wanted that shop to happen. But she was afraid of messing up. Afraid of that slow trickle of foot traffic that never turns into profit. Afraid of sinking every single penny of her savings into a money pit that would never pay off. Sound familiar?”

I nodded. That was me, to a T. “What happened to this woman?”

“She opened her shop. Then another. Then another. Now she has 10 shops all around the world, including London, Paris and New York. See Paige, she let the stress of opening get to her. It was almost crippling. And it wasn’t all sunshine and roses in the beginning, either. No, she had some months where she was deeply in the red. But she never gave up. She believed in herself. I see her in you. I’m here to tell you that not throwing those shop doors wide open is self-sabotage.”

“I’m just scared…” I began but Ashley held up her hand to cut me off.

“No, you’re not. You’re excited. Don’t overthink it, Paige, or you’ll be back to square one. And I know you don’t want that.”

“You’re right. I don’t.” I looked around my elegant shop, still empty, but so full of potential. Sunlight streamed through the windows, casting a golden glow on the terracotta tiles.

“You scored rock-bottom rent in the most desirable part of Main Street. Plus, you have your very own ghost. All signs point to success, boss. Now, let’s get to work. When are we opening?”

“February first,” I said. “All the merch should be in the shop. We can have a soft launch the day before. Plenty of time for people to shop for Valentine’s Day, too.”

She clapped her hands. “That’s what I like to hear. I’ll get right on those preparations.”

I let out a sigh of relief. The date was now set in stone. I could stop waffling every time someone asked about Rad Hatters. “Thanks, Ash. I needed that,” I said, feeling a burst of empowerment running through my veins. I wasn’t sure if I could chalk the feeling up to my self-confidence or Verda playing some kind of ghostly tricks with my emotions. But whatever it was, it made the next hour fly by as I finished the inventory.

“So, I’m thinking hors d’oeuvres, sparkling wine-champagne is out of our budget-and music,” Ashley said. “I made some calls and we can get the wine deeply discounted from Sea Shell Cellars. And the Sand Dollar Mart has great deals on mini quiches and cheese platters.”

“Sounds perfect. What about the music?” I asked.

“Covered,” she said. “My brother Jamal was in a punk band for a while. He still practices with those dudes. He said they’d play for just a few hundred bucks. A total deal.”

My face must’ve betrayed that fast-paced, riot-inducing punk music was not exactly what I had in mind for the soft launch of my elegant hat shop. Ashley started to laugh.

“Oh boy, you should see the look on your face,” she giggled. “You look like you’re about to throw up. Hey, don’t worry. Jamal and his buddies can play almost anything. In fact, he suggested an acoustic set of oldies and top-40 covers. A little something for everyone.”

That sounded much more up my alley. “Perfect. And guess what? Patricia’s supposed to be coming by soon. She needs to give me the rest of the money for that funeral hat I made for Krystal.”

“Oh shoot, that’s tomorrow, isn’t it?” Ashley said. “What a sad event. You’re not going, are you?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t know him at all. But my mom’s going in support of Jeanie, who will also be there. Ethan’s going, of course. Probably with your brother, too.”

“We can’t forget Krystal, the woman who defied death. Have you seen her posts recently?”

“Just the one she posted right after the accident. It showed her all bandaged up in the hospital, blowing a big kiss at the camera.”

Ashley rolled her eyes. “It gets better. She just announced she’s dropping her debut album next month. And you’ll never guess what it’s going to be called.”

“Something corny, right? How about Grateful?”

“Dang, you’re good! How’d you know?”

I shrugged. I didn’t know. Jeanie was right about Krystal, after all. She was using her injuries to promote her career. But did that mean she was also right that Krystal had faked her accident?

Ashley looked at her watch. “Hey, it’s time for me to shoot some photo and video for your account. And make some phone calls for your soft launch. And make sure Stan from Stan’s Signs delivers our shop sign ASAP. So, I’ll be floating around. Just text me if you need anything.”

I shot her a thankful look. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Ash.”

“I know. I’m the best,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

Then, it was just me in the shop. Me and my resident ghost, of course. Verda had been subdued for a while. No ding dinging from the register. No flying hats or rogue breezes. But somehow, I knew she was here.

“It’s all going to be okay, right, Verda? My shop will be a roaring success. I’ll have no regret at quitting Rory’s of Beverly Hills. In fact, I’ll be thrilled that I’m no longer getting a paycheck from that guy,” I said out loud. Then immediately felt silly when I didn’t get a reply from our favorite deceased Hollywood star. Lola raised her head, eyebrows quirked. “It’s okay. I’m just talking to myself,” I reassured her.

Out of the corner of my eye, a red sports car pulled next to my shop. A woman with shoulder-length mousey-brown hair, a rumpled designer scarf and a leather jacket stepped out. In one hand, she held an extra-large iced coffee. In the other, a purse which probably cost as much as three months’ rent, over her shoulder and made a beeline toward Rad Hatters.

Patricia was here. But this time, I was happy to see her. And the big paycheck that was undoubtedly tucked in her purse.

“Patricia,” I said, opening the door before she could even press my doorbell. “How nice to see you.”

“Same to you, dear,” she said in her high-pitched voice that made me want to cover my ears and run.

“Won’t you come in?” I ushered her inside the shop.

“Oh my, everything looks beautiful!” she gushed. “That hat rack with those sun hats. All these shelves.” Then she looked at me, worry painted all over her face. “But they’re still empty. I do hope you’ll have more hats to sell than these straw ones. No offense, dear.”

Her voice was starting to really getting under my skin. It was too dang bad that she was the mouthpiece of one of the richest women in town. If not the entire state of California. Which is why I needed to kiss up to her and pray we remain on good terms. Just give me the money, take your unhelpful opinions and get out of here.

Instead, I smiled widely. “The rest of my stock is coming soon. All in time for my grand opening on February first. We’re planning a soft opening, too. You’ll be invited of course. You and Krystal. To thank you for being such wonderful first clients.”

A flicker of annoyance passed in her eyes. “Mrs. Lopez and me. Yes, of course we’ll be there. By the way, Mrs. Lopez adores her hat. And on behalf of the Lopez family, I wanted to extend our apologies for the recent chaos. Trevor especially sends his thanks for helping him out of that pool. If it hadn’t been for you, that poor boy might’ve drowned. Right in his own pool. I don’t even want to think about how tragic that would’ve been.”

This was the first I had heard about Trevor since I saw him being carted away by an EMT. But really, I wasn’t surprised that he hadn’t reached out. Everything I had heard about him painted him as spoiled, self-centered and not particularly bright. And he hadn’t been exactly kind to me, either.

“How is Trevor doing?” I asked.

“Fine. Just fine. Thank goodness. You know, he got hit with one of your mini fruitcakes. Still frozen, too. Oh, that was horrible. I just loved those little treats. Thankfully, I have a dozen or so extra ones in the freezer, all prepared for the holidays.”

“It’s always nice to meet a fellow fruitcake fan,” I said. “When I saw the piece of fruitcake on the lawn, I instantly recognized it as my own. Never in my wildest dreams did I think someone would use it as a weapon.”

She shrugged. “Small, hard and dense. In a way, whoever threw that at him was a genius. The absence of prints makes it impossible to implicate Malachi Crescenzo. Although if you ask me,” she said, lowering her voice, “that boy certainly attacked Trevor. He’s been a bad egg from the very first day Ray hired him. And certainly after he fired him, too. I think that’s the first time that he went against my advice, you know. Well, look what happened. I always know what’s best for that family,” she said, tapping her chest to drive the point home.

That was a bold statement to make. Either Patricia was correct about that, or she was completely delusional. Right now, I wasn’t sure which one described her better. “I hope Krystal is recovering from that horrible accident.”

Patricia softened. “Poor lamb. She took quite a tumble, didn’t she? But she is resting. Just this morning, she told me that the creative juices are flowing. I’m sure you’ve seen that her debut album will be released in January. We’re all so proud of her. Good thing Ray wasn’t here to see her fall. Or to check how much money she’s spent on marketing.”

So, Patricia’s hatred for her boss’ wife was still burning bright, it seemed. “I’m working on marketing for my shop right now, too. It’s an investment, I keep telling myself. And soon it will pay off. Just like I’m sure it will help Krystal become a household name one of these days.”

“Oh, undoubtedly. She has a knack for making headlines.” Patricia’s gaze wandered all around my shop as she slurped the rest of her iced coffee. “This drink is awful,” she said as her straw scraped up the remnants of the brown liquid in the bottom of her cup. “It’s from that smoothie shop just next door. Horrid little place. Here, take it,” she said, thrusting the empty cup at me.

What she said was, in my opinion, unforgivable. Main Street Smoothies was one of my favorite places to go and grab a snack. It had a lovely, lush patio, and the drinks were always fresh and delicious. The employees were always so sweet and they gave Lola treats whenever we came in. Patricia and her opinion could take a flying leap.

“What do you want me to do with this?” I asked, taking the cup. Two can play at this little game. Just give me the check and scram, lady.

“Oh goodness, where are my manners? I’m so sorry. You’re not one of the maids in my household, are you, dear? Do you have a trash bin I could toss this?”

I knew exactly where she could place it. But if I told her, it would certainly lose me the Lopez clan as clients.

Instead, I played nice. She still hadn’t given me that sweet, sweet check, after all. “Sure, in the bathroom. Just in the back room,” I said in a bright tone. Boy, Patricia was testing my patience today. I had to pull out all my entitled-and-demanding-client coping techniques.

“Great. I’ll just pop in there. Gotta run to the little girls’ room, anyway. Thirty ounces of coffee will do that to you.” She placed her giant designer purse on the counter.

As she walked away toward the restroom, I gritted my teeth. And I had just invited her and Ms. Grateful to my soft launch party. Way to go, Paige. Way to g-

Suddenly, a powerful force swept me toward the open purse.

“Snoop!” I heard a voice whisper in my ear.

Or was that noise it just a car whooshing by the window?

“Okay, Verda,” I whispered. “I trust you on this one.”


Chapter 21

The coast was clear. Only moments remained before Patricia’s return. If she discovered me poking around in her purse, it could be curtains for our genial relationship. Now, what was she hiding in here? Could it help me discover the real Patricia McDonnell? My hand brushed against several energy bar wrappers, a container of breath mints, a smooth golden tube of luxury lipstick. There was a mini hand lotion bearing the name of a five-star hotel in New York City. A key ring holding two key chains, one of a smiling avocado and the other a pocket knife, held the keys to her sports car.

A knife.

For a moment, I considered opening it up to check for traces of blood. No, that’s ridiculous, I chided myself. Patricia did not murder Ray with a pocket knife. The killer used Linda’s candy cane knife. I was letting my imagination run wild again. A pocketknife on a keychain did not a murderer make. Plus, as far as I knew, Ray’s former assistant wasn’t even on Chief Rick’s suspect list.

Then there was her phone.

Did I dare?

I dared. And, of course, it was password-protected. Then I found it. A small spiral-bound notebook at the bottom of her bag. ‘Day Planner: Property of Patricia McDonnell’ it read in elegant golden cursive writing.

Bingo. Let’s see what you’re up to.

I opened the planner and scanned through Patricia’s notes. And boy, did she have a lot.

I flipped to the month of February. Several rose petals, dried, tumbled out. Quick as a wink, I scooped them up and placed them back into the planner. There was a giant red heart drawn around Valentine’s Day.

R & K went to La Paloma for V-Day. R ordered miso-glazed salmon. Have chef make this next week. R gave me a red rose. Said it was for being a great secretary, but I know the real reason, she wrote.

I swallowed. Real reason. Had Ray Lopez been secretly in love with his secretary all this time? And she with him? It would explain why Patricia seemed so protective of the Lopez family. Fiercely loyal, like a guard dog.

I turned to March. Patricia had circled the 11th in a giant red heart.

R’s birthday. Ordered cake from Angel Touch Cakes. Saw R&K fighting again. Bought R a birthday card, signed it as K because she wouldn’t even bother. When will he realize I’m the only woman who’s ever really loved him?

So. Patricia was in love with Ray.

For years, maybe.

And he had been in love with her.

Maybe.

But they never acted upon it. Efficient, loyal assistant and the powerful, wealthy boss who kept marrying, trying to find the perfect partner. The whole time, his soulmate was right there.

It read like a tragic love story.

Then I heard the toilet flush. Followed by the sound of rushing water as the faucet turned on.

Darn it. As much as I hated to, I closed the planner and put it back exactly as I had found it, pretending I never even touched the bag.

All before Patricia opened the bathroom door.

“Hi, Patricia,” I said. Innocence shone in my smile.

“Oh, yes,” she said in her shrill voice. “You want that check. It’s in my purse. My, that bathroom is so pleasant. I just love those old hand-painted tiles and the bouquet of fresh flowers. Class. That’s what it is. Something Ray appreciated. When he was alive, that is.”

I’m sure you knew exactly what he liked, I thought. How long did she and Ray harbor romantic feelings for each other?

“You must miss him,” I said, watching Patricia open her purse and dig around for the check.

She looked up at me, her mouth twisted in a frown. “Did you go into my bag while I was in the bathroom?”

Inside, my stomach fell like a broken elevator. I hoped she didn’t see my eyes widen or my breath catch in my throat.

Peals of laughter came from her lips. “I’m just kidding, my dear! Goodness me, your face looked like guilt was written all over it. But I know you’d never snoop in a client’s belongings. Now, where did I put that check? Here we go.”

She pulled out a check written out to me for the remaining amount for the funeral hat.

Freaking finally.

“Thank you so much, Patricia. I can’t tell you how much your support means to me and the future of my shop.”

“There’s a little extra tacked on. Call it a convenience fee for us, if you will. I know you tried to deliver the hat to me early. But you got waylaid by silly Trevor. Thanks to your quick wit, Trevor is safe. We owe you a lot, Paige. But the best way I can repay you is by sending more customers your way. ”

How genuinely kind of her, I thought. Now I almost felt bad for rummaging through her bag. And suspecting her of hiding anything. The woman was in love with her boss, who may have loved her in return. Now he was dead. Her heart must be shattered.

“I’m so very sorry that your boss is gone,” I said.

Wordlessly, she nodded. “Me, too. You asked earlier if I missed him. Yes, I do. Every single day. I was with him for 20 years, Paige. Longer than any of his wives. I knew everything about him. We saw each other nearly every day. He needed me more than anyone else ever did. In a way, it’s like losing a partner.”

I made what I hoped was a sympathetic sound. Love can be bind. It happens every day…

“He used to say,” she continued. “Patricia, your family has a history of horrible health. That means I very well might outlive you. Then what will I do? I can’t rely on Monica, Ruby, Cara, Stacy, or Krystal to take care of me. My ex-wives and current wife know nothing except how to spend my money. That’s my fault. They say there’s no fool like an old one. Well, they’re right. But as long as I have you, I’ll at least have my head on straight.”

“That’s sweet,” I encouraged. “He must’ve really loved you.”

But instead of smiling and nodding in agreement, the corners of her mouth twitched. “I’m sure he did,” she said. “In his own special way.”

That smile spoke volumes. “I hope his funeral is every bit as lovely as I’m sure it will be, especially since he had you to help plan it,” I said.

I couldn’t wait to talk to Mom about how it went. But that would have to wait until tomorrow, after the funeral.

“Indeed,” she said curtly. The room’s atmosphere suddenly shifted. It was clear Patricia didn’t want to continue the conversation.

Patricia dipped her hand into her purse and pulled out her key chain. She must’ve seen my eyes linger on the pocket knife hanging from it, because her lips thinned in displeasure.

“Personal safety, Paige. As well as opening letters and cutting carrot sticks, I use my pocket knife for many reasons. I’m sure you can understand. Didn’t I see a pepper spray keychain holding your car keys, too?”

I nodded, icky humiliation burning on my cheeks. Life should not be a Sven Larson detective fantasy; life should be a reality. A reality where most people are not killers.

“Gotta stay safe,” I agreed.

Patricia picked up her large purse and slung it over her shoulder, her mousey brown hair swinging. “Well, Paige Andrews, I look forward to receiving an invitation to your soft opening event. Until then, my dear.”

I waved goodbye, scratching my head. Patricia McDonnell, the enigma, I decided. The interesting, multi-dimensional enigma that was definitely hiding something.

I just didn’t know what.

Yet.

“What do you make of all that, Verda?” I asked.

Lola, still sleeping on her doggie bed, let out a particularly rumbly snore.

I glanced at the cash register just in case she responded to my question.

But the register was silent.

“You’re a ghost, Verda. You’ve been around for a while. That means you know a lot about everything. Including people. Let me know if I’m right when I say Patricia McDonnell loved her boss, but he may not have loved her in return. If he didn’t love her, how would that explain the rose he gave her? Or all the fancy clothes, purses, and that car? He shelled out a lot of cash to make her stay on the job. But maybe it was also because he loved her and that was how he showed love. With money. Maybe it was the other way around. Maybe Ray carried a torch for her and she didn’t love him as much as she did.”

Verda still didn’t answer.

“My ears are always open, Verda,” I said, opening my phone to deposit the check in Rad Hatter’s business account.

Now that I thought about it, Ray and Patricia’s relationship started to make sense. Ray loved Patricia deeply, let’s say. He needed her to function. Imagine if he had been too scared to admit his feelings all these years. He might’ve been worried that if he proposed, she would reject him. Then he would lose her forever. Like his ex-wives, he showered her with money and gifts to make her stay. But he never lived long enough to tell his loyal assistant how much she meant to him.

And that would be heartbreaking.


Chapter 22

Iusually love to go to back to Rad Hatters. My perfect little shop. To turn the heavy old key in the lock and push open the solid dark wood front door. The smell of cardboard boxes mixed with fresh sea air. Streams of sunshine through my windows.

But not this morning.

Awoken abruptly by the blaring shop alarm app on my phone, I hurried to Rad Hatters to find out what was happening. My security camera had shown someone lobbing a rock at my shop’s front window. When I arrived, the giant, yawning mouth of its broken front window had been the only thing to greet me.

Chief Rick was there. “Your security system called us at 5 a.m.,” he said.

The crunchy sound of glass shards being swept into dustpans surrounded me as several of Rick’s officers swept up the crime scene.

“That’s right,” I said. “The alarm’s app notified me, too. I got down here right away. Ten minutes later, a cop car showed up.”

He stood next to me, a notebook flipped open, his pen scratching over the paper. “According to your front door security camera, we’re looking for someone wearing an all-black outfit. Black hoodie over his or her head with a black ski mask. We saw them throwing a rock at the window, then at your security camera, breaking both. We don’t have any leads yet. There were no witnesses on Main Street. Too early, of course. But don’t worry, Paige. My guys’ll review every second of your security footage. Mark my words.”

“Thanks, Rick,” I said.

I wanted to scream. If my swear jar had been near, I’d have filled it up within seconds.

Rick asked, “Do you have any idea who could’ve done this? Someone connected to the murder of Ray Lopez, perhaps. Someone you’ve been investigating.”

I narrowed my eyes. How dare he insinuate that my friends and I were careless and stupid enough to broadcast our detective work around town?

“We haven’t been investigating, exactly,” I snapped.

His eyebrows knitted together in concern, and instantly, I regretted my outburst.

“I’m sorry, Rick. That was inappropriate. I know you’re only trying to help find whoever ruined my beautiful shop.”

He shrugged. “Anyone you can think of who disliked you or your shop? How about local competition? Or someone who wanted to chase you out of your lease. This shop location,” he gestured to the front door of Rad Hatters, “Is one of the best business spots on the busiest commercial street in town. Were you in competition with anyone else for this lease?”

I paused. Yes, there had been someone. A very driven, competitive kind of someone. But she had dipped out of the lease competition graciously when the owners chose me. I didn’t get any bitter feelings from her. For her, money was no longer an issue. She had recently become one of the wealthiest people in town. Not to mention that her newly opened, successful wine business was on the other end of the street. Also a great location.

“I don’t think she’d go through the trouble of breaking my window early in the morning. Really.”

Chief Rick scribbled my answer. “Anyone make any threats to you? Intimidate you?”

I shook my head, completely lost. Who would want to break into my shop? I had only a few Dawn Patrol sun hats on display. Someone had taken those. I could consider it a compliment. They were attractive hats. High value? Not on your life. But they provided nice sun protection. They only took the hats, leaving everything else behind. There was no money in the register, no electronics, nothing else of value.

Yesterday, Ashley and I had worked on setting up Rad Hatters all day. We didn’t see anyone, except the owner of the next door smoothie shop where we stopped for our lunch break.

“Since the hats were stolen, I’m investigating this as a robbery,” Chief Rick said.

“Those hats weren’t worth very much to anyone but me,” I said. “What’s the robber going to do, sell them on the black hat market? No, I think this was something else.”

A message to me, perhaps. Or to the entire Beachside Dining Club.

Truth was, we wanted to help solve Ray’s murder and clear Jeanie’s name. But it wasn’t like we were donning our deerstalkers and hitting the pavement, pipe in one hand and magnifying glass in the other.

“Something else?” Chief Rick quirked an eyebrow at me.

“Maybe. Anyone who knows me knows I don’t have a ton of money. I don’t leave valuables just lying around. I think whoever broke my poor window did it because they were angry. Maybe it was a gang of teens. Or something…” I trailed off.

“Gang of teens,” he wrote, then flipped his note closed with a satisfying thwack. “Okay, Paige. We’ll do our best to find your window smasher. In the meantime, contact your insurance company.”

Insurance. Just the mention of the I-word made me want to scream. My deductible was sky-high, my bank account at an all-time low. No amount of dodging avocado toast and morning smoothies would ever help me dig out of this hole.

I was stuck, like a fly in a glue trap. The question that weighed on my mind was: would I recover?

I should’ve just stuck it out at Rory’s of Beverly Hills. Sure, my boss yanked me around on a short leash for way too long. Sure, he gave my promised promotion to a much younger, inexperienced yet well-connected intern. But every other Friday, I always got paid, no matter what. No worries about shop break-ins. Or stealing things.

I blinked back hot tears forming in my eyes. Losing my cool was not an option right now.

“Thanks, Rick,” I said. “And thanks for helping me clean this mess up.” I surveyed the broken glass littering the sidewalk.

“I’m really sorry, Paige,” he said, his voice softer. “I know how much this shop means to you. Please don’t give up because of this setback, alright? This town needs a shop like Rad Hatters. It needs you.”

Oh, now that hit me in the gut. Cue the water works.

I wiped my tears with the back of my hand. For once, Rick wasn’t growling at me to stop doing this or stop doing that. Maybe he was really a huge softie. He had a tiny white dog named Bear, after all. People with adorable dogs were the ones you want in your life.

“That’s really nice of you to say, Rick.”

He handed me a tissue. “I mean it. Hey, look who’s coming,” he said, gesturing with his head.

It was Abby. And Mom. And Ashley. And Adam.

Through my tears, I couldn’t help but crack a smile. And feel a little less discouraged. And a little more thankful.

“We heard what happened,” Mom said, wrapping me in her arms. She smelled like buttery, freshly baked bread.

“Thanks for coming.” I pulled my long brown hair out of her dangly beaded earrings as we unlocked from the embrace.

“Of course, honey. Luckily, I have the day off work for Ray’s funeral. Not that I’m looking forward to it.”

“What the heck is this mess?” Abby asked. “Boy, if I ever find out who did this to your shop, their butt will be-”

I never discovered Abby’s plan for the robber because this time, it was Ashley who hugged me. “We’ll get through this, Paige. Don’t you worry.” Her red lipstick smile immediately put me at ease. “Hey, can I call your insurance company for you? And start calling around for window repair quotes?”

Ashley always knew just what I needed. “Oh, you are an angel,” I said. “Please. Discussing money with an adjuster is the last thing I want to do.”

She flashed me a thumbs-up. “I’m on it like a sunbonnet.”

“How can I be of help?” Adam asked. He wore a red and black buffalo check flannel shirt over a purple Sea Glass Beach Surf Shop t-shirt, faded by the sun. Its soft fabric clung to his broad shoulders and muscular arms.

Look at his face, not his gorgeous body, I reminded myself.

What I wanted to say was: you can help just by standing here and looking fine.

“Let me think,” I said, meeting his gaze.

“I’m happy to do anything.” The morning sunlight reflected off his blond hair, making it shine like gold. “It’s my day off. I just dropped Riley off at school when I ran into Annie, taking Bear for a walk. She got your call while we were chatting, then she texted me later asking me to come over to help.”

I shot my mom The Look. How did Mom have Adam’s phone number? It was a silly question. More like whose phone number didn’t she have? Between her and Chief Rick, the two probably knew more about Sea Glass Beach than anyone else. I had to admit it: they were well-suited for each other.

Mom shrugged, batting her eyelashes innocently.

Yeah, sure.

But she was right. I could use the help. Badly. Especially if I wanted to open the shop by early February.

“I need to patch up that broken window a bit more,” I said. “Abby, could you find some large cardboard pieces in the recycling bin in the back alley? There are some back there from the sun hats shipments, I know.”

“Absolutely.” She headed around the corner to the back of the shop.

I turned toward Mom. “Do you mind getting us some coffee and breakfast and bringing it here? No time to grab anything. I rushed over here. I’m sure we could all use some extra fuel after cleaning up this broken window.”

“Sure thing, honey. I’ll pop over to the Seagull and get some takeout for everyone. Today’s the day that my cook unveils his new holiday spice pancakes. He uses a homemade spinach-based food coloring to dye them green. Then he does a whipped cream dyed with beet juice to turn it red. Green pancakes with red whipped cream.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That sounds, well, interesting.”

Even though I can’t help but tweak recipes and just finished a spirulina-laced pumpkin bread loaf, spinach and beet pancakes seemed a bit too much for me. I didn’t want to eat salad disguised as pancakes.

Mom caught my suspicious drift. “It’s a little unorthodox, I admit, but they are delicious. Like warm gingerbread. I’ll also bring over some Western omelets with bell peppers, onions, ham and shredded cheddar cheese. I’ve been on an omelet kick for the past week. Do those sound good to you?”

My stomach rumbled its answer. “Sounds heavenly, Mom. Don’t forget the coffee, too, please.”

“You got it, honey. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

“You’re lucky to have a mom like Annie,” Adam said.

It was just me and him on that sidewalk. The morning sun was pushing out of the clouds. Above me, a seagull cawed, then landed on top of the nearby streetlight.

“I know. She’s great. But sometimes, she’s too nosy for her own good. I’m sorry she texted you this morning. She really didn’t need to drag you out here. I’m sure you’ve got a million other things you’d rather be doing than helping me patch my sad window. Like take Archie out. Or put your feet up for a second. Raising a child and doing the job of two veterinarians? I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

He smiled, and laughter lines crinkled around sapphire-blue eyes. “All of what you said is true. Except for one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“That I’d rather be doing something else.”

If a lacy Victorian fan was nearby, I would’ve grabbed and started fanning myself vigorously. Being empty-handed and fan-less, I felt a deep, crimson blush creep and end up smack-dab on my cheeks.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I said, not really knowing how else to respond. If flirting was a competition, I wouldn’t even get a participation trophy. Or an honorable mention.

But Adam saved my awkward response by examining the front window. “You ladies are more than capable of putting a temporary cover on this window, but you’ll need someone taller to duct tape it all together. Do you have duct tape?”

I shook my head. “Only one roll. And that’s almost gone. I’ll need some more.”

“I’ll stop at Bob’s Hardware and pick up a few rolls. You might also need-”

But before he could finish his sentence, Abby ran around the corner, her face flushed with excitement.

“Come back here!” she cried. “There might be something left by the robber in the dumpster.”


Chapter 23

There they were, strewn across the black plastic bags full of recycling like trash. Brown, blue and white straw hats with wide brims, a colorful palm tree print inside the brim and a black chin cord.

“My hats,” I sobbed, almost choking on the words. Staring at them sitting in that sad, smelly dumpster was like rubbing salt on my already stinging wound. “Someone threw my Dawn Patrol hats into the recycling. How could they?”

Adam was so close to me, his flannel shirt brushed my cheek as he leaned over the edge. The fabric was as soft as it looked. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “Why go to the trouble of stealing something just to throw it out?”

“I see one, two, three, four, five…there’s nine hats,” Ashley counted, peering over the edge of the huge metal bin. She had heard the commotion from inside the shop and had stepped out the back door to join us. “Didn’t you order 10 Dawn Patrol styles?”

I nodded, counting silently. She was right. One was missing. “We find that missing hat and we find the perp,” I said. “All of them are the same, too. Identical green and blue palm tree printed fabric on the inside. So, if you know what you’re looking for, it’ll stand out like a sore thumb.

“On it,” Abby said, her fingers flying over her phone’s keyboard. “I’m going to send an APB message to the dining club to keep their eyes peeled for that hat. And I’ll text Rick about the hats, too. He’ll be interested to know they were thrown in here.”

Thrown in. Among the aluminum cans and cardboard boxes. Like common trash. Whoever did this really knew that my beloved hats were also my Achilles heel. They were my creations. My babies. Everything I had studied, dream, built and worked for. Destroy them and you kill a part of me.

I threw her a small smile. “Thanks for talking to Rick, Abby.”

Abby snarled, “When I find out who did this, they’re going to seriously regret messing with Fireball Abby.”

Abby earned her nickname Fireball when she won her first surfing competition at the tender age of eight. She was a fierce competitor, but even more fiercely loyal to the people she loved. Sometimes she got a little too hot-headed. Sometimes she said things she regretted. But her devotion for her friends and students made her a remarkable surf teacher and a steadfast friend.

“Let me pull these guys out for you.” With his long arms, Adam started to reach into the dumpster. But I held him back.

“We shouldn’t touch anything.”

It was a cardinal rule in every Sven Larson detective book. “What if Chief Rick wants those as evidence?”

Abby furrowed her brow. “Actually, Rick says you can pull them out. I already sent him a photo of the hats. He seems fine with that.”

“What if the perp’s finger prints are all over the hats?” Ashley asked.

Abby shrugged. “He says he doesn’t consider the hats to be important. So, we can dig them out of the trash.”

“Recycling,” I corrected, trying to make the situation sound just a smidge better than it was.

“Right. Adam, could you give us a hand? You’re the only one with arms that are long enough to reach that far into the bin.”

One by one, he lifted the hats out of the dumpster and handed them to me.

“No real damage,” I said, lifting each one up to examine for cracks in the straw or smudges of dirt. I brought the brims to my nose and took a deep whiff. Something I never thought I’d have to do to my hats. “Or nasty dumpster stink. But maybe it doesn’t matter what kind of state they’re in. I can’t on good conscious place these up for sale.”

Around me, my friends were silent. They knew it was true. If the news got out that I was selling hats that had been snuggling up close to empty bottles and cans for hours, my reputation would be, literally, trashed.

That is, if my shop ever opened.

But I couldn’t bear the thought of tossing my beautiful creations out. What else could I possibly do with them?

My stomach rumbled its answer. I needed to refuel before I could think about anything else.

Fortunately, my nose caught the scent of the buttery omelets stuffed with smoky ham and cinnamon-spiced pancakes floating through the air.

It was Mom.

“Come on inside the shop,” she called. “We can set up a breakfast buffet in here.”

We all trundled into Rad Hatters. Thanks to the broken window, a cool, fresh breeze drifted into the room. Mom set up takeout boxes of omelets, pancakes, bacon and rainbow-hued fruit salad. Plus, jugs of coffee and freshly squeezed orange juice, made with locally grown citrus.

“Grab a plate and load it up,” she said, gesturing to the overstuffed counter. “Then, I have something important to say.”

The food was everything Mom had promised, and more. Sure, the pea-green pancakes topped with pinkish whipped cream looked a little odd. But even on first bite, I deemed them crave-worthy. The spices and hint of vanilla, topped with sweet maple syrup and light-as-air whipped cream was, in one word, heavenly.

Mom cleared her throat. “I wanted to let you know, Paige and also Ashley, that I’ve made a decision. One of the easiest things I’ve ever done, actually. All the proceeds from catering Santa Paws Surfing Dogs this coming weekend will be donated to Rad Hatters’ Emergency Window Fund.”

“No, you can’t do that,” I blurted out loud. “I appreciate the offer, but…”

Mom quirked an arched eyebrow and gave me a look that said “You can’t tell me what to do.” And she was right. Once Mom made up her mind to do something, she always did it.

At that moment, Ashley pulled out her vibrating cell phone. After a few ‘uh huhs’ and ‘is that right?s’ she ended the call.

“Who was that?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer. Because I knew it was someone who was going to charge me a lot of money.

“Andy from Andy’s Glass.” Her face was twisted in a painful grimace. “He says it’s going to cost this amount to replace the window. Even with the friends and family discount. And it’s the best deal I’ve found. Two other places did a quick quote that was much higher.”

She opened her phone’s calculator app and typed some numbers. She flashed me the phone, and I groaned. “What about insurance? Won’t they cover this?”

Ashley shook her head. “Not much. The policy only covers 30 percent. Sorry, Paige.”

I took a deep breath. Where’s my swear jar when I need it?

“A functioning front window is non-negotiable. Just put the repair on the business credit card, okay?” I said.

I’d need to swallow my pride and take Mom up on her offer, after all.

“Paige, we all want Rad Hatters to become a Sea Glass Beach establishment. We all want you to be in the best possible position for success,” Mom said, her voice gentle. “And those won’t happen easily if you start your shop with thousands of dollars of debt from a window that someone else broke. Am I right?”

Mouths full, everyone nodded their approval.

“Good. So it’s decided. I’ll spread the word, starting at the funeral for Ray,” she said.

Ashley clapped her hands together, her face lit up with excitement. “I have an idea! We could do a silent auction of the dumpster hats at the surfing dogs fundraiser. Half the money could go to Homeless Paws and the other half could go to the Emergency Window Fund.”

“That’s a great idea, Ash. I’ll ask Linda if that’s okay. If it’s okay with you, Paige,” Abby said. “I know you hate the idea of taking money from other people. But we all love you. It’s not a handout. It’s an investment in your shop.”

A lump formed in my throat and I took a swig of coffee to try to wash it away. “You’re right. I’m stubbornly independent. But everyone needs help sometimes. Thank you, everyone, for all you’ve done.”

“It’s not over yet,” Adam said, refilling his coffee. “We still need to fix that gaping hole in your window with plywood. Let me go get the duct tape and grab that cardboard. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Ashley flipped open a compact and retouched her candy apple red lipstick. “And I gotta talk to Andy and square things away with him. If you need me, I’ll be in the back office.”

That left me, Abby and Mom.

“You didn’t have to text Adam to come help, Mom,” I said. “Linda says he’s crazy busy right now with work.”

“Honey, you should’ve seen his face when I got your phone call this morning. Worry was painted all over it. Adam Harper cares for you, Paige, whether you want to admit to it or not. And frankly, I don’t know why you’re not jumping on it. You won’t come across a kind, smart, handsome, employed and single man like Adam every day in our little town.”

Abby looked at me. “It’s true. Adam is a great dad. Riley’s one of my star students. And a polite, kind little girl. When he comes to pick her up, he always gives her a big hug and tells her how proud he is of her. It’s so sweet.”

Not helping, Abby.

“I don’t have time for a relationship right now,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “My shop needs me. Plus, I haven’t been single for very long. I want some time for myself.”

It was a phrase I found repeating to myself more and more often. At first, it had been true. When I moved into Sea Rose, it was certainly my reality. Seth and I had been together for years. Then he charged a Paris trip for him and his sidepiece on my credit card. Years with person flushed down the drain quicker than the time it takes to overcook a soufflé. I swore I wouldn’t get hurt by a two-faced boyfriend ever again. In fact, I had bought myself a break-up gift, a rose-gold ring inlaid with pink rose quartz and diamonds. Now, happiness had returned to my life. I had my cute little seaside cottage. My sweet beagle. The Beachside Dining Club. And now my new shop. Things around me were changing.

But was I?

“You know, he has been seeing another veterinarian out of town,” Mom hinted.

Coffee caught in my throat and I started coughing. Abby thwacked me on the back.

“Gabriela, I think. She’s from Brazil originally and absolutely gorgeous. Got legs for days and the shiniest hair. Plus, she’s some kind of specialist vet. Super smart, I heard.”

Great. Just great. I pushed back a wayward strand of dark brown hair that had escaped from my hastily made messy bun. It perched on top of my head like a deflated croissant, daring gravity to make it fall. I still wore my dog print pajama bottoms, flip-flops and Surf Sisters hoodie. Picking off a stray hair from Lola on the sweatshirt’s cuff, I suddenly wondered how long it had been since I had tossed it into the washing machine. I could never compete with a supermodel genius.

“So that’s who Adam was with at the Sea Glass Cinema last weekend,” Abby said. “My cousin and I were there, too. Adam’s lady friend is totally stunning. But she isn’t you, Paige. You need to make a move before Gabbi does.”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. “I’ve got a lot going on right now. I need to fix my window. And order more hats. And…”

Mom shook her head. “There’s never an ideal time. But I don’t want you to cheat yourself out of the opportunity of a lifetime because you were scared of being hurt again.”

My reasons for not dating are perfectly reasonable. Mom can’t tell me what to do. “Like you know anything about that,” I grumbled. “I don’t even know who my real father is.”

Mom’s face crumpled, and I instantly regretted my outburst. But she reached over and patted my arm. “You’re right. I never told you. But that’s a different story for a different day. Not here. You’re right. Enough chit-chat. We need to focus on fixing your window.”

Abby and I looked at each other with wide eyes. My biological father was a topic I had only brought up twice before. And of course, Mom always brushed it aside, refusing to tell me more. Now, she seemed like she was almost ready to spill the beans of her best-kept secret.

But was I?


Chapter 24

“And that’s when Krystal pushes aside the minister from his podium, rolls onto the middle of the funeral and starts belting out ‘It Had To Be You.’ The minister was stunned, but what could he do? She’s got widow status. But get this: as the song went on, she started ugly-crying so much, she could barely get the words out of her mouth. All while Trevor is filming her on his phone for social media.” Ethan said. “Such a farce.”

The Beachside Dining Club was meeting in my living room again. We had many things to discuss and the crime board needed updating, big time.

After a long but productive day of working on hat designs and order emails, I had called everyone over for a much-needed gossip session. After Adam, Mom, Ashley, Abby and I had finished putting cardboard over Rad Hatters’ broken widow and after the very un-fun insurance business had been squared away, I’d headed home. Only two things could help heal the hole in my heart: snuggles with Lola the beagle on my couch in my safe little seaside cottage and time to tinker around in the kitchen, whipping up a treat or two for my friends.

It was time to piece together the text message chain we had been using to update each other on the case happenings.

Ethan picked up a cranberry-orange-cardamom scone, decorated with squiggles of white glaze and peppered with flakes of orange zest. “It would’ve been sad, except we all knew that Krystal only married Ray for his money. But you guys should’ve seen the act she put on at the service. And Paige, that funeral hat you made helped her play the part of the grieving widow to a T.” He took a bite of the scone. Then another.

“She might’ve been for-real sad. At least a little,” Abby said, sipping a mug of lavender-mint tea that Linda had blended. “Maybe she loved him. In a weird way.”

All of us raised our eyebrows at that.

“Okay, okay, you’re right. I did catch her on camera saying that Ray was going to cut her off of pop star funds because he hated her singing. That definitely makes her look like a two-faced widow. And I really believe that Ray’s death and Krystal’s swing incident are connected in some way.”

“I agree,” Ethan said. “Two horrible incidents happen to the same family just days apart and there’s no connection? There’s just too much of a coincidence. Either the same person killed Ray and cut Krystal’s swing cord or two different people were working together. Hopefully, Chief Rick knows this, too, and can rule my poor mom out of the list of suspects.”

Linda had started writing on an index card. “Paige, you said Morgan and Krystal were sisters,” she said. “Their relationship seemed rocky, to say the least. That ripped photo you and Lola found at Krystal’s concert? And Morgan’s obvious distress when she saw her sister fall off her swing on stage? No,” she said, handing me the card to pin to the board. “There’s something more going on between them. I think Morgan asked her sister to help pay her legal fees she racked up after Ray’s death. Krystal refused. It’s not hard to see that Morgan might become so livid at her sister, who is now rolling in money, yet not bailing her out. It could easily be a motive for wanting Krystal dead.”

“You think Morgan the Mime also knifed Rick?” Kevin asked, scratching his unruly head of gray hair. “I don’t know, man, but she just doesn’t seem like the type. She rides a unicycle on the beach and is hired for kids’ parties. Not really the violent kind to me. But, I could be wrong.”

He reached for a scone.

I glanced at Linda to see her reaction to Kevin’s choice of carbohydrate. But surprisingly, she didn’t bat an eye.

“Kevin and I have given up eating low-carb,” she announced. “It was an experiment, and it just didn’t work,” she said diplomatically.

“Yeah, didn’t work,” Kevin said, his mouth full of scone. “I need to get my carbs to prepare for Santa Paws Surfing Dogs 2.0. Bear and I just registered. You all better watch out. When we get out on the waves this weekend, wearing our matching elf costumes, it’s gonna be ruff,” he barked.

It felt good to laugh. Even Lola looked up at me from her spot next to my chair, her mouth open, pink tongue hanging out in what could only be a real smile.

“That’s some big talk, Kevin,” I challenged, hands on my hips. “Lola and I are ready to surf to gold, aren’t we, girl?”

My beagle’s eyes never left the short path of scone to my mouth. When I had adopted her from Linda’s shelter, I had been warned about feeding her too much human food. But she sat there looking so sweet, so innocent, and so famished. Covertly, I tossed her a morsel of treat. She caught it mid-air, then looked up again, expecting seconds. And thirds. And most likely fourths. Had I had just opened Pandora’s Box?

Kevin leaned back in his chair, hands resting contentedly on his stomach. “True, true, the competition will be close. Adam and his dog, Archie, will also be there. Those two will be hard to beat. You know who else will be riding out there? Ray’s assistant and one of his dogs. The little one.”

“Which one?” Linda asked, her tone sarcastic. “Ray’s got a gaggle of those dogs. And all of them are yippy. Susie had quite a job trying to train those little guys. Too bad Patricia fired her after Ray died. Susie said she still had a lot of work to do on those dogs.”

This was news to me. Maybe there wasn’t money for a dog trainer’s services. Or maybe it was something else.

Or maybe I was overthinking things. Again.

It was time for me to share my biggest sleuthing revelation. “I think Patricia and Ray were having a covert affair,” I said.

The room was so quiet, you could hear Lola panting for more scone.

It was Ethan who broke the silence. “Really?”

“I snooped in her purse while she was in the bathroom,” I said.

Abby slow-clapped. “That’s the kind of energy we need, Paige. Nice work. What did you find? I’m dying to know.”

“Her planner, chock-full of details about her job. She knew everything about the Lopez household. But her specialty seemed to be her former boss. What he liked to order at restaurants, his favorite kind of birthday cake, that kind of thing. But get this: he gave her a red rose on Valentine’s Day last year. She had pressed it into the pages of the planner. Some of the dried petals even fell out of the book.”

“Get out,” Kevin whistled. “Ray? In love with his secretary? No way, man. She was definitely not his type. He liked them young and on the silly side. Patricia’s the total opposite of that. Older, wiser and definitely not silly.”

“The planner shows that Ray clearly appreciated her,” I insisted. “I heard he underpaid and underappreciated most of his staff. Like Malachi, his former chef. But not Patricia. She got a fancy sports car, designer clothes and a purse that’s worth more than my car. He clearly wanted her to stick around.”

“Do you think Krystal killed Ray because he was planning on ditching her and running off with his secretary?” Ethan furrowed his brow, speculating. “Then she’d be left high and dry, with no way to finance her pop star career. Now that he’s dead, she gets a hefty pay-out.”

“Then Morgan tried to off her own sister because she was so angry that she didn’t want to pay for her lawyers,” Abby said. “It probably makes the most sense of the motives, right?”

It was certainly starting to look that way. Sure, everyone on the crime board had a solid motive for wanting Ray dead. But throw in Krystal’s not-so-accident, and the case became more confusing.

“It’s not out of the range of possibility,” I agreed. The image of Krystal’s smiling face on our crime board had more index cards full of clues around it than any other suspect. Was she Suspect Number One?

“How about that Malachi dude,” Kevin pondered, grabbing another scone. “Malachi Cres-whatever. I see his little blue food truck parked at the beach sometimes. Smells good. And I know he cooks well, too. Have we learned anything more about him, other than the fact that Ray paid him low wages to do high-end work?”

“Not really,” Linda answered. “I was a bit surprised he bowed out of catering the Surfing Dogs competition so diplomatically. Really, I was quite impressed by his level of professionalism. Other than his hatred of his former boss, I don’t see any other motive for murder.”

But there was something else.

“Trevor called him a fraud. He said he didn’t think he went to culinary school, or that Malachi was his real name. He told Trevor he had dirt on the family,” I reminded my friends.

Abby’s face lit up. “Oh yeah. Maybe he was blackmailing Ray and when Ray didn’t pay up, he offed him.”

“Maybe,” I said, hesitating to cast my vote for Malachi. Adam and Riley loved him. He was their surfing buddy. Riley even called him ‘Uncle.’ Could Malachi be putting on a world-class con man act?

Kevin studied me. “Paige, I know Adam runs in Malachi’s surfing circles. It’s a small world out there on the water, and Old Kev’s seen it all, pretty much. But just because Malachi’s tight with your friend doesn’t mean he’s innocent or a crime. Or guilty, for that matter. He’s still a suspect.”

I nodded. Kevin was right.

“I’m not ruling him out,” I agreed. “Despite the fact that he fought with Trevor and pushed him into the pool, he just seems to be the least likely to have stabbed Ray.”

Abby pursed her lips in thought. “I don’t know. His food is good, that’s for sure. I stopped by Surf Bum Burgers a few days ago and tried it out. But crime-wise, maybe he’s the most likely. He fought with Trevor, verbally and physically. This shows us he’s capable of being violent. And that he hates the Lopez family. None of our other suspects have this kind of record.”

I sighed. Our crime board conversation was both enlightening and confusing. The more we uncovered, the more unanswered questions popped up. “What next?” I threw up my hands. “Santa Paws Surfing Dogs in this weekend.”

“And my brother’s going to have all kinds of coverage at the event,” Kevin reminded us. “Uniformed and plainclothes officers.”

“I have an idea,” Abby offered. “It relies on the use of my secret weapon.”

“Secret weapon?” I asked.

She nodded. “Malachi flirted with me non-stop when I visited his food truck at the beach. You guys, it was borderline nauseating how obvious it was. The dude pulled out every pickup line in the book. But I quickly realized I can use this to my advantage,” she said with a sly smile. “If I start talking to him, maybe he’ll start spilling some tea. You know, he posted that he and his food truck are going to be at the Grand Pacifico Historic Hotel tomorrow. The hotel’s ice skating rink is up and running, too. Anyone fancy some fun, mixed with sleuthing?”

It had been a while since I had been skating at the Grand Pacifico. The place held bad memories. The last time I went was with my ex-boyfriend. I thought he was going to propose that night. Instead, he ended up ‘getting a call from work’ and we had to leave early. That call, I later learned, was from his sidepiece. Several months later, our relationship was over.

But maybe it was time for me to see the Grand with new eyes. After all, maybe it wasn’t such an unlucky place. If he hadn’t gotten that phony call, I wouldn’t have started to wonder if I was being played like a fiddle. And maybe I’d still be in an unhappy relationship.

Yes, it was time. Time for me to move on. Make new, happier memories with a real friend. And who knows, we might even be successful in our quest for clues?

“I’ll go with you,” I said.

“Great.” She flashed me a smile. “But sorry, Lola’s gotta stay here. I don’t think they rent skates to dogs.”

Just thinking about Lola trying to manage four legs on the ice made me smile. Although she was proving herself to be a decent surfer, Lola liked to keep four paws on the ground. The solid ground. “No, she’ll be here, living her very difficult life of gnawing on a bone on her soft doggie bed.”

Lola looked up at me and winked.

I took that as a yes. Speaking fluent Lola was fast becoming a handy skill of mine.


Chapter 25

“Ah, now this is the life.” Abby sighed as she skated past me. One ice skate-clad foot glided on the ice, another pointed out at a 90-degree angle in the air. “Sun, sand, surf and skate. I think I’m in heaven.”

“Good for you,” I muttered. It was annoying how good Abby was at every sport.

While Abby did laps around me, my shaky ice skates barely inched forward, my behind sore and wet from falling more times than I’d like to count. If it weren’t for our beautiful surroundings, I’d already have been sipping hot cocoa on the warming bench, watching my friend skate like a ballerina dancer on ice.

A stone’s throw away was the famous Grand Pacifico Historic Hotel. Built in the late 19th century, the enormous wooden Victorian resort was peppered with palm trees, birds of paradise, hibiscus and lush landscaping. The best thing about the hotel is that it sat directly on the far end of Sea Glass Beach. Although I had never stayed in the hotel, I had been here before for skating in the winter and the wedding of one of Linda’s nieces.

Taking a break from staring at my unsteady feet, I let my gaze drift past the rink to the sandy beach, just feet away. I squinted in the late morning sun. The ocean sparkled with the sun’s rays. A few open-water swimmers and paddle boarders were taking advantage of the cloudless skies and calm water. And just off to the right was the bright blue Surf Bum Burgers and Bites food truck, its windows still shuttered. Soon, it would open.

Abby slowed down to my skating speed, matching my snail’s pace. She raised her nose to the air and inhaled. “Smell that?”

I chuckled. “You look like my beagle when you do that.”

“I bet when Lola smells food on the wind, she can tell you exactly what it is. Down to the last teaspoon of hot sauce or pinch of oregano. Me, I can only tell you that I think he’s grilling burgers. I bet you anything they taste as amazing as they smell.”

I filled my lungs with cool, salty air. Onions sizzling on the grill. Savory black bean burgers. And crispy French fries, fresh from the fryer. My mouth watered in anticipation of my well-deserved treat.

“I think Malachi’s starting to open his food truck,” Abby said, slowing down to my skating speed. “See the windows? Looks like he’s jimmying them open.”

Then Malachi’s face appeared. Today, he wore a blue bandana around his head, framing dark, curly hair pulled back into his usual man bun. It matched his t-shirt with the truck’s logo. It didn’t take long for him to spot Abby on the rink. His toned, tattooed arms threw her a friendly wave. His wide smile showed white teeth that contrasted pleasingly with his tanned face. She smiled back, too. But it wasn’t any old smile. Her entire face lit up from her mouth to her eyes. First Kevin, then Abby. The love bug was having a field day with my friends.

My stomach rumbled so loudly, I was half-expecting the elementary-aged kids behind me to run in terror.

“Let’s go over and order something,” I whispered. “I’m starving.”

“Um, okay,” she said, tucking a wayward strand of sun-kissed hair behind her ear. She dug her hand into her crossbody purse. “Crud, I forgot my lip gloss at home. Do I look okay? Not like I literally just rolled out of bed?”

“You look great, Abby.” I glanced at Malachi and waved. “Looks like food truck dude already thinks so. Come on, don’t be shy, Miss Fireball.”

“Hi there, ladies.” Malachi plopped down trays of freshly cut sweet potato fries in front of us. “Nice to see you two again.”

His eyes lingered on Abby. A pink flush colored her cheeks.

“My sweet potato fries, seasoned with my secret blend of spices. A smidge spicy, a bit of sweetness. On the house. I hope you like them.”

“Thank you,” I gushed, popping a warm, crunchy fry into my mouth. Crispy on the outside, soft on the inside. Seasoned to perfection. “Is that cinnamon and nutmeg I taste? And,” I popped another fry into my mouth, “chili powder?”

“You’re close,” he said. “But I’ll never reveal my recipe. Took me years to nail it down. In fact, I started perfecting it in culinary school.”

“It’s superb,” Abby said. “Where did you say you went to culinary school again?”

Malachi crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I don’t think I ever did say.”

“It’s just that I heard from a bunch of people that you went to cooking school in New York. My little cousin wants to become a chef one day,” Abby explained. “She’d love to pick your brain on how to get into culinary school.”

His eyes narrowed, making his left eyebrow scar even more visible. “Uh, tell her I’d be happy to answer questions. Just have her shoot me an email.”

He handed Abby a business card with his logo of a burger and a surfboard. “Now, what can I get you ladies?”

He got spooked when Abby mentioned culinary school. Why?

“I’ll have the Hang Ten black bean burger. With grilled pineapple and Swiss cheese, please. With an iced tea.” I said.

“Make that two orders,” Abby said with a disarming smile. “Sounds so good. I swear, Malachi, your food is the best. I’ve tried many a beachside food truck before, but yours takes the top prize for inventiveness. And the flavors.”

Smart move, Abby. Buttering up our suspect to loosen his lips.

And it worked.

“Thank you. That means a lot,” he said, returning her smile. “These past few days have been, well, hard to say the least. I’m thankful I have loyal customers like you because business has been slow. Even though I had absolutely nothing to do with Ray’s murder.”

“I’m sure they have,” Abby continued. “Everyone in town has read or heard about Ray’s awful death. And now, Krystal’s accident on stage. Our friend Ethan is also suffering. His mom is a suspect in the Ray case. It’s so unfair.”

His eyes darkened. “Unfair would be a good word to describe my situation. For many reasons. But look, I don’t want to burden you ladies with my problems. It’s a beautiful day. The sun is shining, the skating rink is open, and it’s the holiday season. You two should be out on the ice, drinking cocoa, shopping for gifts. Not worrying about a murder case.”

“Oh, we’re not-” I started, but Malachi shook his head.

He shot me a meaningful look. How much did he know about the Beachside Dining Club’s investigation? I wondered if he had also seen me at the Lopez house the day he argued with Trevor and probably hit him with a piece of my fruitcake.

“Sorry, I don’t want to talk about anything to do with the Lopez family.” His voice was steady, firm. Unwavering.

Just like that, any chance of asking Malachi more questions vanished like a cloud behind the sun. Abby knew it, too. I could tell by her nervous picking of her fingernails underneath the food truck counter.

“That’s okay,” Abby said, batting her eyelashes at him. “It’s still nice to see you.”

Malachi opened his mouth for a moment, looking conflicted, like he wanted to say more. But didn’t know how. Or how much to share.

“C’mon Abby. We’ll just wait for our food over her,” I said, pointing to a nearby picnic table with a glorious view of the beach and ocean.

“He’s hiding something,” Abby said the moment our behinds touched the wooden bench. She picked up a sweet potato fry and popped it into her mouth. “Did you see the way his eyes shifted? And how he kept changing the topic? Homeboy did not want to touch Ray’s murder with a 10-foot pole.”

I raked my hand through my hair. The ocean breeze whipped loose strands, blowing some in my face. But I didn’t mind. The wild, salty air held a touch of humidity, which created beachy waves in my long hair. From our picnic table to the side of the food truck, we could see the front ordering window. Every so often, someone would come up. Malachi would pop his head out, they would order, pay, then leave. Once, I saw him glance in our direction, then quickly look away and dart back into the safety of his truck.

“Something’s definitely fishy with Malachi,” I said, choosing an extra-crunchy fry and taking a bite. “That dude knows we’re curious about the murder, and it’s making him nervous. But why? The only solution would be because he is either guilty of stabbing Ray in the back or he knows who did.”

“Ohmygosh,” Abby breathed. “Look! It’s Trevor. At the window!”

Slicked-back dark hair. Designer sneakers and oversized designer sunglasses. Yep, it was Trevor Lopez, all right. What did he want with Malachi? I hoped he wasn’t going to try to pick a fight with him. Because that could easily turn ugly.

The two men talked in hushed tones, the sound easily erased by the waves and nearby ice skaters. We needed to get closer to hear their conversation.

“Oh, idea!” Abby whispered with excitement. “I’ll record them secretly on my camera. I have a great video editing app that virtually erases loud background noise. Hopefully, we can hear what they’re saying. No guarantees, though. They’re kind of far away. But it’s worth a shot.”

“Let’s do it,” I said, crossing my fingers it would work.

Abby placed her phone on the table and pressed the record button. Whatever Trevor was saying to Malachi sure made his face flush beet red with anger. A smug smile teased at the corners of Trevor’s face, and he showed something on his phone screen to Malachi. He balled his large, tanned hand into a fist, as if he was seconds away from punching the daylights out of Trevor.

But instead, his shoulders rose and fell as he took a deep breath. “I told you to get out,” he said, loudly. “I don’t serve what you want here. Try somewhere else.”

Trevor shoved his phone in his back pocket and shook his head. “Okay, Stanley Joseph Schmitt,” he said. “Have it your way. But I’ll be watching. And next time, there will be something on your menu for me. Trust me.” He turned on the heels of his expensive, pristine white leather sneakers and walked toward the Grand Pacifico.

Abby and I looked at each other, eyes wide in surprise. She stopped her phone’s recording.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“And who is Stanley Joseph Schmitt?” Abby asked. “Time to do an internet search.”

She pulled out her phone and typed the name into her search bar. “Stanley Joseph Schmidt, here we go. Oh wait, he died in 1985.” Her eyes glued on the screen, she scrolled down, trying to find something, anything, that would tell us who this mystery person was.

“Try a different spelling. Try using two T’s,” I suggested.

Her eyebrows jumped up. “Oh hey, I think I got something. A post from a New York food blogger and social media influencer five years ago. Stanley Joseph Schmitt, age 34. Convicted twice of petty theft from two separate burglaries. Breaking and entering. Stealing property in Greenwich, Connecticut, Martha’s Vineyard, The Hamptons, blah, blah, blah. Released after serving a year in jail, now works as a line cook at a burger restaurant in New York where he’s made a name for himself as an exceptionally inventive cook. There are quotes from him saying that he only stole from rich people who could afford it because he needed to pay off his mom’s medical debt. He said he’d like to own a restaurant one day and prove to everyone that he left the life of crime long ago and regrets what he did.”

“So, this Stanley guy wanted to change his identity to escape a criminal record. He changes his name to Malachi Crescenzo, moves here and starts working for Ray,” I stated.

“I’m not so sure,” Abby frowned. “No, this couldn’t be him. This dude has super blond, short, straight hair, blue eyes, a light skin tone and no tattoos. Pretty much the exact opposite of Malachi.” Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “The search continues, I suppose.”

“Let me see his photo.” I zoomed in on the body shot of Stanley.

Yep, there was no way this was the same person as Malachi. Maybe Trevor mentioned his name because Stanley was a mutual friend.

Then, looking closer, I saw it. Oh, how had I not noticed it earlier? A better detective, like my fictional favorite Sven Larson, would’ve pointed it out in an instant.

“The scar!” I exclaimed. “Look. He has the same scar on his left eyebrow as Malachi. Now tell me that isn’t just a coincidence.”

Abby studied the photo. “Holy guacamole, I think you’re right.” She tilted her head, staring at the photo from a different angle. “When I look at it like this, I can see that they might have the same nose. And same almond-shaped eyes.”

I nodded. Any former theater kid could tell you that a disguise like this wouldn’t be too challenging to create. “Add some fake tanner, get a few tattoos, color your hair, get a perm and color contacts for your eyes and voila, you’re a completely new person.”

“Malachi Crescenzo,” we both whispered together.


Chapter 26

“You ladies look like you’re glued to that phone screen,” a man called.

I jumped at least an inch in my seat, causing the remaining sweet potato fries in the paper fry basket to shake and rattle.

“Is it that new viral cat video? The one where he breakdances with his owner?”

It was Malachi. And now, he was hovering like a fly, right above my shoulder. Getting a full view of everything on Abby’s phone screen.

Including the picture of his alter ego, former jailbird Stanley Joseph Schmitt.

“Hi Malachi,” Abby purred, flipping her ponytail playfully and placing the phone, screen down, on the table. “Ooo, is that our food? It smells so good.”

“Yep,” he said, his tone brusque.

He set down our burgers and iced teas on the table. “I know what you two are up to. You’re spying on me. Eavesdropping on my conversation with Trevor Lopez. All under the guise of an innocent ice skating date. How convenient that my food truck is here, too. Well, I don’t play games like that. Where I come from, you say it to my face or you don’t say it at all. Tell me exactly what’s going on, now.”

Abby took a sip of her drink and pulled her ponytail tight on top of her head. She stood up to face him, her short, yet muscular frame dwarfed by his tall height.

Fireball Abby mode, activated.

“Hey now, Malachi. We don’t appreciate being talked to like that. Hurling accusations. We’re paying customers, just enjoying some of your burgers. I would like an apology.”

“I…I’m sorry, Abby, I didn’t mean…” He stammered. “I just want to know why you seemed so interested in what Trevor and I were talking about. And why you searched my name.”

“Your name?” I sputtered.

“Yeah, I know exactly what you ladies are doing here. You and your dining club friends are investigating the Ray Lopez case. Trying to clear Jeanie Lopez’s name. You did it with the Justin Thyme case. You are a loyal bunch, you know. Just my luck that Trevor shows up at the same time as you.”

“We’re not doing anything wrong,” Abby insisted, hands on her hips, eyes hard.

I couldn’t blame her. She was still in defensive mode. But if we ever wanted to get any more information out of Malachi, we needed to sweeten him up. Not make him want to run for the hills.

“I think what my friend’s trying to say is that we’re just concerned citizens,” I said, trying to channel my inner Sven Larson, super detective. “We want justice for Ray. That’s all.”

“Me, too,” Malachi said with a sigh. The strain around his eyes. His tense shoulders. He was exhausted. Was it from hiding that he was the killer? Or maybe it came from long hours defending that he wasn’t.

“Then we’re on the same page.” I looked at Abby and she nodded. She understood the assignment. Together, we were going to reel in Malachi.

Abby sat down on the bench. “I’m the one who owes you an apology, Malachi. It’s been a stressful time for all of us. Sometimes I let that get to my head. We cool?”

She held out her fist. She bumped it.

He smiled. “Yeah, we’re cool. Hey, I’d be happy to talk to you more about everything. What Trevor was talking about, why I’m so angry with him in the first place. I’ve got nothing to hide. Not anymore. I’m done running.”

Well okay then. That wasn’t so hard, after all. I couldn’t help but feel a bubble of pride rise up in my chest.

“But not here,” he continued, eyes darting around. For a moment, they rested on something in the distance and a shadow of recognition passed across his face. “Somewhere else. After work.”

“How about the Smoothie Shop on Main Street? It’s next to my new shop, Rad Hatters. They have a nice, quiet patio. And delicious smoothies,” I offered.

“Great,” he said. “I’ll be there. Seven tonight work for you both?”

We nodded.

“Here’s my number.” Abby slid him her phone, excitement thinly veiled in her voice. It was all I could do to avoid Abby’s gaze and squeak with excitement. It was as if Christmas had come early this year.

And Santa was being very generous.

* * *

Pineapple and mint, with a hint of… I raised the smoothie glass and took another sip. The frosty, tangy smoothie tickled the tip of my tongue with the flavor of sharp yet juicy pineapple. A kick of mint added some herbal balance. But there was another ingredient, too. Something spicy.

“Ginger!” I exclaimed.

From her comfy spot curled up by my feet, Lola raised her head, then shook it, the tags on her collar jangling.

The addition of something floral, like almond or even hibiscus would make this fruity drink even more delightful. I made a mental note to try it out at home the next time I was in a smoothie-blending mood. Which meant probably tomorrow morning.

“You’re already thinking how you could change the recipe to make it more Paige-tastic, aren’t you,” Abby said with a smirk.

“No, I’m not,” I said, trying to defend myself. And failing.

“Cayenne powder? Or something much softer, like vanilla,” Abby teased.

“A splash or two of vanilla extract would make this already stellar smoothie a solid 11 out of 10 on the Paige Andrews scale of drinks,” I admitted.

From our spot on the Smoothie Shop’s patio sofa, we sipped our drinks. Above us, inky dark was broken by the soft glow of the warm heat lamps scattered around us. Pots of lusciously leafy green monstera plants, orange birds of paradise and watermelon-pink hibiscus dotted the space, creating a jungle just feet away from bustling Main Street.

Not a bad hang out while waiting for our date with a murder suspect.

Abby’s straw scraped the bottom of her horchata-infused smoothie. Mexican-inspired cinnamon rice milk was blended with Greek yogurt, maple syrup, cinnamon, vanilla and ice. Thick, creamy and sweet, it was one of my go-to’s during my work day.

“So what are you and Lola going to dress up as for the surfing dogs fundraiser? I can’t believe it’s in three days. I’ll be there volunteering with my students.”

“Oh nice,” I said. “Okay, promise you won’t laugh?”

“I promise,” she said.

“We’re going to be snowmen. With matching tiny top hats and scarves.”

Abby’s face melted. “Awww that’s so adorable,” she cooed. “And knowing you, those top hats are going to be fire.”

I nodded matter-of-factly. “Well, yeah, of course. I don’t play around when it comes to top hats Or any kind of hat.”

“I can’t wait to see your outfit. I hope you win. Surf Sisters will be there on trash patrol, picking up any wrappers people discard on the beach. Also, Chief Rick asked us to keep a general look-out for anything suspicious. I’m not worried about my girls, though. They’ll be armed with orange vests, safety whistles and trash pickup sticks. You know the ones with a claw at the end? Yeah, you don’t want to mess with pre-teen girls who have metal claws and whistles.”

“And pre-teen girls who are strong enough to haul surfboards around and ride waves like it’s nothing,” I added.

“Exactamundo. Hey, what time is it?” she asked, tilting the cup up to get the last few dregs of the smoothie.

I glanced at my smartwatch. “7:20.”

“Twenty minutes late. Ugh, what a loser,” Abby groaned. “Where the heck is he? Scraping burger crumbs off his food truck grill or something? I’ll text him.”

“You know, I’m surprised he flaked out on us. I mean, on you,” I said.

Abby rolled her eyes as she pressed ‘send,’ on her phone. “Maybe he got creeped out when I got a little angry at him.”

“A little?” I laughed. “Abby, if I didn’t already know you, I probably would’ve run away from you with my tail between my legs.”

“Are you saying he didn’t deserve it? Paige, he accused us of spying on him.”

I shrugged, sipping my drink. “We were.”

“But he didn’t have to be so rude about it,” she said. “It’s no thanks to him or Trevor that my phone didn’t catch any of their super-secret whisper fight at the food truck earlier today. And \anyway, he’s late. And not answering my text. Crossing him off my list.” She made a swiping motion with her hand and wrist, as if striking his name from a piece of paper.

“Your list?” I raised my eyebrows.

“Well, yeah,” she admitted, playing with the paper straw in her cup, eyes wandering over my shoulder. “I mean, look at him, Paige. He’s cute. Has a nice smile. Can keep up with me on the waves. And is a crazy good chef.”

“And he’s a murder suspect,” I reasoned.

“Okay, Little Miss crush-on-Adam-Harper,” she countered, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

Now it was my turn to avoid her gaze. “We’re just friends. Neighbors.”

Abby’s eye roll was so dramatic, it was well into 80s-teen-movie levels of sassy. “Come on, Paige. Stop lying to yourself. You two would make a great couple, you know. I see Adam all the time when he picks up his daughter from Surf Sisters. He’s a good dude. The other single moms see it, too. You should pounce on it. Before it’s too late.”

Easier said than done. Wait, had I just admitted to myself that Adam Harper was on my eligible bachelor list? My list of one, that is.

“Thanks for the advice, Abby. Hey, did Malachi get back to you?” I peered over her phone to check for any updates.

Her phone vibrated. She snatched it so fast, I thought it was going to fly off the table.

“Dude! Check it out!” She exclaimed, showing me her phone’s screen.

It was a photo of a tattered car tire, deflated like a sad balloon.

“Is this from Mr. Food Truck?” I asked.

“He says he’s sorry he couldn’t make it out here tonight. When he got off work, someone had slashed his tires. All of them. He was so busy on the phone with Rusty’s garage that he wasn’t able to text me until now. Poor guy.” Her voice was thick with worry.

Lola’s nose grazed my ankle, and I reached down to stroke her silky smooth head. My mind was whirring. First Ray, then Krystal. Now, Malachi. Our killer was getting nervous. And acting out. “Abby, I’m going to go out on a limb. Tell me if this hypothesis sounds crazy, okay?”

She nodded. “Hit me with your worst.”

I settled into the soft couch cushion and took a fortifying gulp of smoothie. “Someone followed us to the Grand Pacifico skating rink today. Someone who either killed Ray or helped with it. He or she watched us at Malachi’s food truck. Then he or she saw us talking to him. This person got scared. Freaked out, actually. We’re getting close to the truth, Abby. There’s a light at the end of this crime tunnel.”

“That’s not bonkers at all. In fact, you’re missing one vital step, Paige. That this person knew Malachi was coming over here to spill the murder beans. So, slashing his tires seemed like the most logical thing to do. It insured he wouldn’t ever come. Or at least be severely delayed.”

I snapped my fingers. “Exactly. And if he’s delayed, it makes him look even shadier. How do we really know he’s telling the truth? All we can see is one slashed tire. That could be from anywhere.”

Abby bit her lip. “He could be lying to us.”

It was possible. But judging by the way Malachi looked at Abby and was clearly crushing hard on her, I doubted he would flat-out lie to her face. He wasn’t that good of an actor.

Or was he?

“We need to find out more about this tire situation,” I said. “Do you know anyone who works at Rusty’s?”

She paused, thinking. “Nope. But I know someone who does.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “Is he a guy?”

She nodded, a smile spreading on her face.

“Does he like piña coladas?”

“Likes? More like loves.”

“Is his name Kevin Barnes?”

Now her smile was wide. “The very same.”

I slapped my forehead in mock agony. “I think I’m losing my touch. Why am I surprised that Kevin knows a guy named Rusty? Kevin knows everyone.”

It was time to send my godfather out on a fact-finding mission.


Chapter 27

Itook a step back from my hat shop’s wide front window. Clean and shiny. Fixed and ready for business.

“Looks pretty good, huh, Lola?”

My beagle thumped her tail on the sidewalk.

Ashley had outdone herself. The display of new Dawn Patrol hats that had come in yesterday sat among beach blankets and a large blue and white sun umbrella. She had even found a seagull stuffed toy to place in our beach scene.

The shop break-in still haunted my thoughts. Chief Rick wasn’t able to find any leads on whoever smashed my front window and stole the hats. Well, stolen one hat and dumped the rest in the recycling. Despite reassurances from Mom, my friends and even Rick, I still clutched my pepper spray keychain when I walked Lola at night. I checked my security cameras every hour.

“One more month and some change,” I said to Lola. “That’s how long we have until Rad Hatters is open for business. I hope they like us. I really, really do.”

Lola’s glance met mine. The look in her chocolate-brown eyes framed with soft lashes were understanding. Kind. I reached down to stroke her head. As I bent over, she wormed her muzzle into the pocket of my jeans. The pocket full of Riley’s homemade doggie treats.

“So that’s why you were so sweet to me,” I said with a laugh, ruffling her silky ears. “It was all a trick to get more treats!”

In response, Lola crunched the treats.

“Oh, brother. You really are a smooth operator, Miss Lola. Hey, we need to finish up our matching holiday outfits for the surfing dogs competition this weekend. It’s only two days away, after all.”

I entered my shop, making a beeline for the worktable. Lola and I were going to dress up as matching snowmen, which meant we had tiny top hats and jaunty red and green-striped scarves. The hats were almost done. Made from soft felt, they were sewn on to a sturdy elastic band which would hopefully last long enough to get us through our surfing event, plus the costume parade. I only needed to add a stripe of red and green rhinestones around the hat band to add some extra fun bling.

“Try this on,” I said, fitting the headband over Lola’s head.

Please don’t take it off, I silently begged my headstrong dog. The little top hat sat at a jaunty angle and I smiled.

It was so freaking cute.

She just sat there, blinking at me as if I had done nothing. As if no mini snowman top hat sat on her head. Could it be that Lola was a hat lover, just like me?

“Good girl,” I murmured, stroking her fur as I pulled out several more treats. “Good dog.”

She ate the treats in three bites then whined at me for more.

“Sorry, sweetie, but Momma’s gotta work. The only thing that’s separating us from that first place costume competition trophy are these rhinestones.” I pulled out my hot glue gun. A trickle of hot glue ran out of the tip.

“Verda, did you have anything to do with the fact that my dog is fine with wearing my hat? Andy maybe even likes it?”

Silence.

I didn’t hear anything that could have been interpreted as Verda.

Ding! Ding! Ding! Sounded the cash register buttons. My heart leaped in my chest.

From the slight breeze that ruffled my hair, I felt like Verda had just told us we were all dolled up. All was well at Rad Hatters.

“Now, if only you could tell me who broke my window,” I said.

Silence.

“Is it that you don’t know or you just won’t tell me?”

Not a peep came from that register.

I clenched my jaw in frustration. If Verda could just give me a hint, any kind of clue, it would help me solve the mystery of my broken window.

“Hey there, Ms. Celestine, if you ever feel like telling me an actual clue, I’m always ready to listen,” I said, getting comfortable on my worktable swivel chair.

I had just sat down, hot glue gun in one and rhinestone in the other when several short knocks sounded at the door.

“I brought you some donuts,” a man’s muffled voice called.

Kevin.

He waved at me through the front window, a box of donuts in one hand.

I put down my hot glue gun. Okay, I could break my rhinestone party for treats.

“Heyo, they’re fresh and hot,” Kevin said, handing the box of donuts at me as he entered Rad Hatters. “This place cleans up pretty nice. Window looks great.”

“Thanks, Kev.” I placed the box on the counter.

“Hand me one of those chocolate-glazed long johns, please,” Kevin said, plopping down on a stool by the counter. “I have news for you from my fact-finding trip to Rusty’s garage.”

“Good or bad news?” I reached into the box, pulled out a fluffy, sticky long john and placed it in his outstretched hand.

“A bit of column A and column B,” he said

It intrigued me, to say the least.

“Want some coffee? Tea?” I offered.

“Coffee, please. Just black. Man, you got quite the set up here.” He eyed my worktable, littered with red and green rhinestones. “And a coffee machine, too?”

“Everything I need to run the shop. Even Lola has a doggie bed.”

She had migrated to the bed and was not curled up contentedly, like a cinnamon roll. But her shiny dark brown eyes under intelligent eyebrows watched our every move.

“Check it out.” I handed my godfather a soft knit cap in the same silvery-blue green color of beach sage scrub that hugged the coastline. “A shipment of knit beanies just came in from the L.A. factory,” I said, tilting my head toward the large cardboard boxes on the floor. “They’re based on that ‘Cup of Cocoa’ style I designed in fashion school, all those years ago.”

He touched the cap, admiring the color in the morning sunlight pouring in from the window. “Hey, that’s rad. Perfect for chilly winter mornings at the beach. Do you make them in men’s sizes, too? ‘Cause I want one.”

I nodded. “I’ll make sure you get one. They’re unisex and one size fits most. But I want to hear more about your little trip over to the garage. What happened to Malachi’s tires? I hope he was telling us the truth.”

And I hoped, for Abby’s sake, that he wasn’t the one who killed Ray.

Or shoved Trevor.

Or cut Krystal’s rope.

“Dude’s tires were totally slashed,” Kevin said, his mouth full of donut. He took a sip of coffee and wiped his mouth. “Rusty told him that the car was such a lemon that he should just sell it for scrap and not even bother replacing the tires. Apparently Malachi did not like that idea.”

“So he was telling Abby the truth about the tires.”

He nodded. “That’s the good news. But Rusty had to tow that lemon of a car to the garage late last night. Wasn’t too pleased to be disturbed, either. He was playing cards with some of the boys and, as he told me, he was close to winning.”

“So what’s the bad news?” I asked, biting into a raised glazed donut. The delicate, crispy fried exterior yielded to a spongy-soft interior. Not too sweet, not too greasy. Just right. “Man, Kev, these donuts are killer. Thanks for bringing them.”

“I figured we needed a little donut action in our lives.” He polished off the last of his long john, looking longingly at the box holding several other varieties.

“I’ll split that rainbow sprinkle one with you,” I said, my judgment clouded momentarily by the sugar rush. But nothing sweetens the taste of impending bad news better than a donut.

“Dealio.” He ripped it in half and slid it toward me. “Bad news is that whoever knifed his tires used a short, small blade. Something like the size of a letter opener. Everyone has a knife like that. We’ll have about as much luck finding that weapon as we would winning the lottery.

“Patricia!” I cried.

Kevin looked at me like I had suddenly sprouted a second nose. “Come again?”

“Patricia carries around a pocket knife on her keychain. I saw it myself.”

“No kidding,” he mused. “But she isn’t a suspect, right?”

I shook my head. “But she could be one. She was at the first Surfing Dogs fundraiser, remember? And she could easily have gained access to Ray’s dressing room. She was his assistant, after all.”

Kevin stroked his chin in thought. “Yeah, but what’s her motive? Ray was her boss for years. He showered her in expensive bonuses, sports cars, designer duds. Now that he’s dead, she’s employed by Krystal. Who she dislikes, right? And I bet you that whole box of donuts that Krystal isn’t too hyped to have her around, either. And ol’ Patty didn’t get any money from Ray. So it looks like she has nothing to gain from Ray’s death.”

I sighed. Not that I know of. Mom told me that Brooke’s sister told her that Ray’s money now goes to Krystal, with a small amount to Homeless Paws. “Plus, it looks like they were in love with each other. But were too afraid to admit it. Patricia wouldn’t stab Ray. She loved him.”

“See, that’s why it’s bad news. We’re back to square one.” Kevin took a bite of the rainbow sprinkled donut and washed it down with coffee. “But at least we have donuts.”

I placed my heads, massaging my temples. Come on, brain, think. Who did this to Malachi’s car?

“Maybe the dude did it to his own car to avoid suspicion,” Kevin said. “After all, you texted all of us that he was using a phony name and had spent time in jail. Red flags all over the place.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Malachi doesn’t have a lot of money. Replacing the tires might even push him deeper into debt. And buying a new car is out of the question. Otherwise, he would’ve done it already.”

“That means that someone else stuck a knife into his tires. Someone who really hates him,” Kevin reasoned.

“Or someone who’s scared. Abby and I think whoever killed Ray followed us to the Grand Pacifico’s skating rink. They saw us talking to Ray and overheard him offering to meet us and clear up the mystery surrounding his identity. No, this tire-slashing ordeal smells more like desperation to us.”

Kevin snapped his fingers. “Ya know, I think you and Fireball Abby are on to something. What do you think we should do next?”

“I’m going to let Abby know Malachi was being truthful, at least this time. Maybe she’ll want to reschedule the meetup. But this time, I think she should meet him alone. In a public place, of course. But without me.”

“Too busy? I can probably go, too,” he said, trying and failing to pick up a tiny pink sprinkle on the counter with his gnarled finger.

“Nope,” I said, dusting off my hands. “I think it’s a good idea for this to be a two-person conversation, if you catch my drift.”

“Drift? Oh, wait, I get it,” he said, tapping his shaggy gray head. “Food truck dude has the hots for Fireball. She’ll be able to grill him better than anyone else could. Very smart, Paige. Very, very smart.”

I brushed an imaginary speck of dust off his shoulder. “All in a day’s work. Which reminds me, I need to finish this snowman outfit if Lola and I are going to win that costume competition.”

He peered over my shoulder to peek at the work-in-progress. “Tiny top hats? And matching scarves with pompoms? Yeah man, that’s gonna win for sure. Well, I should probably make my way to Aunt Babe’s pool. She hates it when I’m late, even though the thing is more the size of a hot tub than a swimming pool. And she always asks me to make her a piña colada when I get there, too. Good thing she’s a generous tipper.”

I smiled, thinking about Sea Glass Beach’s favorite octogenarian 9-1-1 operator lounging in her bubbling hot tub. She’d be sporting sunglasses, frosted pink lips. With her white Persian cat at her side and a cool piña colada in hand.

“That woman’s really figured out the secret to living well,” I said. “I can’t believe she still works.”

“She loves her job. Honestly, I think she keeps working just to get the hot gossip, which she shares with her boogie boarding club, the Wave Gals.”

“Tell her I say hi, okay?”

He saluted me. “Will do. She keeps asking about when your shop’s going to open. I think she likes you, Paige. You should consider that a huge compliment because Aunt Babe is real picky.”

“Oh, I do. I’ll call her up soon, and not by dialing 9-1-1 of course,” I said with a chuckle. “She must be a guest at Rad Hatters’ soft launch party.””


Chapter 28

The morning sun blazed down on us, warming the sand under our feet. One set human, the other dog. I had never worn a tiny top hat with a wetsuit before. But then again, I had never surfed with a dog before. Let alone my dog. And she looked quite dapper, with her matching hat and scarf. The rhinestones on her hat band sparkled in the bright sunlight. When she walked, the pompoms on her matching green and red scarf bounced in time to each step.

We were ready to win, have fun and spy on murder suspects.

And with any luck, no one would be hurt at this event and we’d walk away with at least one golden trophy. Finally, the Homeless Paws Surfing Dogs fundraiser 2.0 was happening.

I took a gulp of the cool ocean air. A rush of seagulls darted by, cawing loudly.

The irresistible smell of Mom’s Hungry Surfer Special was impossible for my nose to miss. Over there, Mom and her team served a breakfast burrito the size of my arm. It was stuffed with fluffy scrambled eggs, chorizo so spicy, it tickled your tongue, fresh avocado, homemade pico de gallo salsa and melty Monterey Jack cheese.

“Hi, honey,” Mom called as Lola and I trundled over, my arms laden with a beach bag and Lola’s life vest. My surfboard was already down by the beach, ready to use when the competition started.

Mom and Brooke, her lead waitress, were serving hungry event-goers from metal trays. Already, empty trays were piled high off to the side.

“Looks like your catering is popular,” I said. “Congratulations.”

“It’s good for you, too. The proceeds are going toward your window repair,” she said with a smile.

Admitting that my pride was hurt because I needed help was the last thing on my mind. It was silly and childish, I knew. “You don’t have to do that, Mom. I already told you.”

Mom shook her head and her dangly wooden surfboard-shaped earring swayed in time. “Nonsense. I want to. Plus, I’m enjoying myself out here. Brooke is, too. Right, hun?”

“Am I ever.” Brooke flipped her blonde ponytail. “This even is all anyone in town is talking about right now. Good for Linda and her shelter.”

“Let me get you a plate, honey,” Mom said, dishing up the Hungry Surfer Special before I could say no. Not that I really minded, anyway.

“No way, is that Trevor and Krystal?” Brooke gasped, serving spoon full of fruit salad mid-air. Her sight was trained on two people walking along the beach. “Are they…together?”

I strained my eyes. There was a woman in a thick-wheeled beach wheelchair, her long blonde expertly curled. She wore a skintight red dress and a black walking boot on one foot. Trevor, gripping the handlebar behind her, maneuvered the wheelchair down the beach, away from the gathering crowd of surfers, children and dogs. Then, he bent down and kissed her head.

“Get out,” I murmured. “I can’t believe it.”

Mom shrugged. “I can. Trevor’s much, much closer in age to Krystal than Ray was. They spent a lot of time together. And lived in the same house, for crying out loud.”

I grabbed my phone out of my bag. The Beachside Dining Club needed to hear about this.

“And check it out,” Mom continued. Her voice held a teaspoon of sarcasm. “All our friends are here, Paige.” “There’s Malachi, the food truck owner. He’s talking to Adam and his daughter Riley over there. Morgan’s doing her mime routine for that group of kids. Trevor and Krystal are off for a romantic stroll on the beach.”

“And Patricia?” I asked.

Mom raised an arched eyebrow. “Who’s that?”

“Who’s that?” I echoed incredulously. “I don’t think you’ve ever asked me that about anyone who lives in Sea Glass Beach.”

But Mom’s face was blank as one of the empty serving trays sitting off to the side. “Sorry, I don’t know who Patricia is.”

“Ray’s former assistant. Brown hair? Designer bag?”

Mom shook her head. “That describes a lot of people around here.”

“The one who drives that red sports car.”

“Ah,” she said. “Now I think I know who you’re talking about. Real quiet.”

“I remember her. But only because she ordered some kind of complicated coffee drink at the Seagull a few months ago. She was with her boss and they both didn’t tip. So annoying,” Brooke said. “Those two were whispering and laughing together like they were on some kind of high school date. It was real weird.”

“What’s weird?” It was Chief Rick holding his teacup-sized fluffy white dog, Bear. She sported a blue and white snowflake-printed bow atop her head. Her black shoe-button eyes darted all around the beach, taking everything in.

Mom’s whole face lit up at the sight of her boyfriend. “Hi sweetie. And Bear, you look so precious today in your pwetty wittle bow,” Mom cooed as if the dog was a baby. Rick and Mom shared a quick kiss. It was all I could do not to grimace.

Rick was okay. He was even more than okay, especially after the reassuring and helpful things he said to me after my shop window was smashed and my hats stolen. I was fine that he was Mom’s boyfriend. And that he made her happy. But he was also the guy who had had, on more than one occasion, talked to me sternly about sticking my nose in police matters. Not to mention, his sense of humor was pretty much zilch.

And now that he was standing right in front of me, it might be a good opportunity for me to pick his brain about the case developments.

“Hi, Rick,” I said.

As if on cue, Lola started to sniff Bear. Although my beagle was small for her breed, she towered over Bear like a giant. But Bear seemed to be taking Lola’s friendly sniffs with grace, even returning the favor when Lola was finished.

“Paige,” he said, glancing at our matching snowman costumes. “Good to see you. Nice hats. Shop window looks great. Hope Andy gave you a good deal on the repairs.”

“He did an excellent job. But I won’t lie and say it was cheap. The whole glass and part of the frame had to be replaced.”

He shook his head. “And so far, no leads on whoever broke your window. And took your hats. Then dumped them.”

“All except one,” I said. “Whoever broke my window also got a free hat, too.”

He stroked his mustache. “Free hat, huh? We’ll keep our eyes peeled for a sun hat. Had a palm tree design under the brim, right?”

I nodded. “If you find the hat, you’ll find the person who smashed my window. And I’d very much like to meet him or her. And thank them for plunging me and Rad Hatters even more into debt.”

“Believe me, I’d like to get justice for your shop as much as you do. Because,” he leaned closer to me, “I’m fairly sure whoever went after your window also killed Ray Lopez. And attacked his son, Trevor, with one of your fruitcakes. And fudged with Krystal’s performance swing.”

“Who?” I asked. Please tell me, please, please!

His eyes darted back and forth, accessing the situation. Mom and Brook were serving other customers. Lola and Bear were playing a rowdy game of ‘bite the seaweed.’ The goal? Bite as many of the bulbous olive-green seaweed pieces that lay on the beach as possible.

The coast was clear.

“Malachi Crescenzo. Or, as you and Abby learned, Stanley Joseph Schmitt. I have to admit it, that was a good piece of evidence you found.”

At least the spotlight didn’t shine on Jeanie Lopez anymore. Ethan would be thrilled when he hears about it.

“Thanks,” I said, blinking back my surprise. Was Chief Rick warming up to the Beachside Dining Club’s sleuthing?

“This Malachi character is no stranger to brushes with the law, as you two know. Thanks to Abby’s text message, I’ve been able to hone in on him. History of breaking the law, anger management issues, not to mention he’s a habitual liar.”

“I know he lied about his name,” I said. “He told me he was ‘done running.’ What else did he make up?”

“The fact that he went to culinary school in New York, for one thing,” Chief Rick replied. “Stanley Schmitt was a line cook at a Brooklyn burger joint. Had a reputation for cooking well but he certainly never went to school for the craft. It seems like the only true thing Malachi told us was that his tires were slashed recently.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “And he managed to get a job as Ray’s personal chef. What a con man.”

I hated that Abby would be sad to hear Malachi is a total fraud.

“Might explain why Ray didn’t pay him much. Maybe he knew about Stanley a.k.a Malachi’s big old lie,” Rick said. “No one else in the family knew anything about why Ray hired him, though. So maybe that secret stays in the grave.”

“Hey, I’m going to get more trays from the van,” Brooke called out to Mom, breaking our conversation. “Can I get your keys, Annie?”

Keys. Key chain. Pocketknife.

“What about Patricia, Ray’s assistant? I know for a fact she carried a small knife on her keychain because I saw it when she visited me at Rad Hatters. Do you think she slashed Malachi’s tires?” I asked.

“Patricia? It’s possible, I guess. But she’s not a main suspect.”

“No motive, right?”

His mustache bristled, which meant I was on the right track with my thinking. “I shouldn’t comment on that, Paige.”

Fine. Be that way. But instead of sulking, I gave him a smile. “I know you’ll catch the killer soon.”

He gave a curt nod. “As am I. And now, Bear and I should be off. I’m taking over Ray’s MC position. Which also means I’m judging the costume contest.”

As Mom and I watched Rick and his dog make their way down the beach, she pulled me aside.

“I want you to be careful out there today,” she said. Her tone wasn’t condescending. Instead, it was filled with worry.

“You know what I mean, Paige. I know you and your friends are going to hang around the suspects today, trying to figure out who killed Ray. I don’t have to remind you that it was only a few weeks ago that you found Ray dead in a changing room right here, on this beach.”

She was right, of course. I would never forget finding Ray’s body. We needed to be extra cautious today.

“I’ll try my best,” I said. “But I feel safe. The Beachside Dining Club never lets anyone fall behind.”


Chapter 29

“We did it, Lola!” I cried, jumping up and down on the wet sand. “We won our division!”

I tried giving my beagle a high-five, but instead she ignored my hand. Nose down into the sand, she huffed gulps of air, following a scent of something that only she knew.

Our snowman costume might be a bit wet from our surfing ride but nothing could dampen my spirits. Lola, perched on the tip of my board, had behaved like a calm, cool champion and the waves carried us into the shore. From the sidelines, Kevin whoops and hollers cheered us on. He wore an elf costume that consisted of a red t-shirt with printed-on buttons, belt and ruffle. Elf ears were stuck to his signature straw sun hat.

“Nice ride out there, wahine,” he said, pounding my fist with his. “You and Lola will get to wear the coveted Santa Paws Surfing Dogs red Santa Hat on the podium. And Miss Lola, you looked cool as a cucumber out there in the water.”

He looked at me through his mirrored sunglasses. “You sure she wasn’t a champion surfer in a previous life?”

I gave Lola a big squeeze. “She’s amazing. Now all we have to do is watch the small dog division.”

The large dog group had gone first, and a Saint Bernard wearing gold star-shaped hat claimed the winning title. Now the small dog competition was starting. Sure enough, out on the beach was Princess the Pomeranian with Patricia, both donning the same Christmas tree costumes.

And then there was Adam.

Tight wetsuit. Tousled golden hair. A goofy matching reindeer antler headband that he shared with his dog. A smile that made my heart puddle into my feet. Add little Archie, the black and white terrier who was glued to his side. It was an equation that was too cute to try to compute. When he knelt down to adjust Archie’s tiny life vest, I suppressed the urge to utter ‘awww.’

“Go over there,” Kevin urged. “Wish them luck. But not too much luck, right? We still want you to snag the first place Santa hat trophy.”

“But I don’t want to disturb-” I started.

“Nonsense. He’d love to see you, I’m sure. I’ll hang here with Lolakins and Bear before we surf in our division. She seems to be more interested in this half-eaten hot dog she found than anything else.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to ignore my racing heartbeat as I made my way over to Adam and Archie.

“Hey there,” he called, his smile bright against his tanned face. “Nice job on winning the medium-sized dog division.”

“Thanks. I can’t believe how chill Lola was on the board. I remember when we first took her out in the water. She was a nervous wreck. Now look at her.”

I gestured to my dog who was still munching someone’s discarded hot dog on the beach. Not her finest moment. Especially when I was talking to a vet who had once preached to me the importance of not feeding Lola too much human food.

He chuckled. “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I know you take good care of her. Don’t you remember when you adopted her? She was all alone on a doggie bed, shy as can be. Now look at her. She’s surrounded by friends she trusts. And she loves you, too.”

His sapphire-blue eyes met mine and for once, I couldn’t look away.

“Paige, there’s something I want to ask you,” he said. “Something I’ve wanted to ask for a while now but didn’t know how.”

Booming fireworks and a blaring rock concert could have filled the world around me. It wouldn’t have mattered. At that moment, it was only me and him.

“Paige, do you-”

It was then that a loud buzzer sounded. “Small dog division! Get ready!” A voice called on the loudspeaker.

Great timing.

I looked at him. “Yes?” Inside, I was dying, waiting to hear what he wanted to ask me.

But he just shook his head. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

The only thing I could do was nod. And try to ignore the tight knot of disappointment lodged in the pit of my stomach. After all, he was probably going to ask me something like ‘do you have an extra wetsuit my hot, genius Brazilian girlfriend can borrow.’

“Good luck!” I called as the two headed out to the water. Kevin had released Lola to Mom and now paddled out with Bear, who wore matching elf ears.

Adam threw me a smile and a thumbs-up.

For a few minutes, I just stood there, watching them paddle out. The lapis-colored water shifted between hues of green and shadowy deep blue in the morning sunlight. I could hear an audience of children and their parents clapping after one of Morgan the Mime’s performances. And off to the side, also watching, his friend was Malachi. Or should I call him Stanley now? Whatever his name, he could only spell bad news for Abby. Even if he was innocent of any involvement in the Lopez case.

I watched dogs small enough to fit into my purse ride surfboards, grins on their faces. There was Adam and Archie, Patricia and Princess and a variety of other dogs and their owners. Elves, presents, candy canes and snowflake costumes.

Patricia and Princess finished first, and she caught my eye. I waved, and she returned the greeting. “Look at you,” she said, walking over to my spot on the beach with Princess in her arms. “Little Miss Medium Dog Champion over here. Too bad the red Santa hat prize would look better on my head than yours. I always hated bright red and dark brown together. No offense to your hair color, of course.”

Well this was unexpected. In my few dealings with Ray’s former assistant, she had always been polite and professional. A bit pushy, but never rude. And here she was, standing in front of me in her fir-green colored wetsuit with Christmas tree headband covered in jingle bells, clutching a shaking Princess.

Jingle bells. Was she missing one, perhaps? The bell I found next to Ray’s body? Or maybe I was overthinking the jingle bell clue. Almost every costume at the event included jingle bells.

“Hi, Patricia. You and Princess should be proud of yourselves. You both did a wonderful job out there. I’m shocked Lola surfed as well as she did. Usually she’s a bit scared of the water.”

“Beginners luck,” she snorted, slurring her words. “Hey, we should do a rematch sometime soon. You, me and that hot blond surf bum out there. He looks like he’s going to win this round. What’s his name again?”

“Dr. Adam Harper. He’s my friend.” I couldn’t help but feel defensive. He wasn’t just some piece of eye candy. Also, had Patricia been drinking recently?

“Whatever. He can doctor me anytime he wants,” she said, pulling out a flask from somewhere in her wetsuit and taking a long swig. Princess looked at me, a wild look in her small dark eyes. “We know the competition is rigged, don’t we, peanut? You Sea Glass Beach folk don’t take kindly to outsiders. I know this. I’ve always known this. The only person who ever made me feel welcome was Ray. And now he’s gone.”

She ended the sentence with a loud hiccup! I narrowed my eyes. So that’s what this meltdown was all about. This second Surfing Dogs fundraiser was bringing back bad memories of the first. And I didn’t blame her. Maybe showing her a bit of kindness and sympathy would go a world of good.

“I’m so sorry he isn’t here with us today,” I said, reaching out to touch her arm. “I really am.”

But she pulled away like a wounded animal. “That’s just what Susie Chen told me, too. Oh, I know what she was up to with Ray. Dog training my foot. She was after Ray and his money. She wanted to worm her way into his heart and leave me all alone.”

Uh, oh. This is not going well.

“I…don’t know anything about that,” I stuttered, feeling stuck. I had tried to be nice to Patricia, and it blew up in my face.

She rolled her eyes and hugged Princess to her side even harder. “You don’t care about the sad little life of a personal assistant, do you? Look, hat girl, just leave me alone today. Tell your little friends the same. I don’t want any more sympathy.”

Then, she turned on her heels and headed back, in the direction of the changing rooms. I couldn’t help but shake my head in dismay.

“Dude, what was that?” Kevin asked, meeting up with me. Bear was in his arms, the elf ears long gone. “Patricia looked like you slapped her in the face.”

“She’s off the rails, Kev. Drinking away her sorrow at the memory of Ray. It’s sad, really. She really loved him. And now he’s gone.”

“Should Rick know about it?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think she’s a danger to anyone but herself. So sure, we can send him a text. Better safe than sorry.”

I pulled out my phone just as it vibrated. It was a message. From an unknown caller.

“Look at this,” I breathed, showing my godfather the screen. “It says it’s from Patricia and it’s her personal number. She wants me to meet her in the changing rooms to apologize for what she said. And she wants me to help her with something.”

“You should go to her,” Kevin said. “I’ll stay here with Lola. She’s been eyeing Annie’s catering table for some time and I’m going to get her a little treat, if that’s okay. You’re kind and a good listener. Patricia knows this. So, you might be the perfect person to help dig her out of this pit of despair. I’ll let everyone know what’s going on.”

I nodded. Poor Patricia. All alone, the memories of her beloved boss following her around like a ghost.

“I’ll go,” I agreed. “And I’ll have my phone with me, too. Let me know when the costume competition is starting so we don’t miss it.”

I trudged through the warm sand toward the row of changing rooms. Pushing back the memories of finding Ray’s Santa-suit-clad body was proving challenging. As much as I loved Sea Glass Beach and had many happy memories of spending time here, I was in no rush to revisit the changing rooms.

“Patricia?” I was getting closer to the rooms. “Patricia, where are you? It’s Paige. You wanted to talk about something?”

No answer. Just the shadows of the changing room. In the distance, seagulls cawed and waves crashed. Everyone else was at the surfing competition.

Once again, this space was empty. Except for me and Patricia. Now, where was she?

“Whaaaaaaaa!” I cried, my bare feet sliding on something very slippery. Despite my balance being decent enough to surf, I skidded across the changing room floor and right into the arms of someone. Someone very strong. Someone wearing a dark hoodie and ski mask.

Someone who stuffed a Christmas stocking into my mouth. And slipped a blindfold over my eyes before I could see any more.

I tried to scream. But the only noise that came out of my throat was a low grunt. Whoever my captor was lead me a few paces away. I heard the squeaking of the opening of a door. With a hard shove to my lower back, my captor pushed me forward. I fell to the ground, hitting my cheek on the concrete floor.

“Don’t make any more noise or you’re toast,” the gruff voice said. “Stay still. Or you’ll meet the same fate of Ray Lopez.”

It almost made my heart leap out of my mouth. My heart raced a million miles an hour. Tears had started to form at my eyes. I couldn’t brush them away because my captor was wrapping some kind of cord around my body. A cord with little plastic dangles all around it.

Christmas tree lights.

I was being wrapped in Christmas tree lights by a crazed killer. This is not how I envisioned how this case would end.

“Help!” I tried to scream through the Christmas stocking wadding into my mouth, adrenaline pumping through my body as I tried to rip off the cord and push the killer away.

“I told you to stay. Still,” the person growled, the cord cutting uncomfortably into my arms. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman yet. And I needed to know.

Hours seemed to pass before my captor finished his or her handiwork.

“There. Boy, is it hot in here.”

The gruff voice had melted away for a moment, revealing a higher-pitched tone. Whoever ambushed me was a woman. I was sure of it.

Not Morgan. I had just seen her at the beach, performing.

Not Krystal. She couldn’t have done this to me with her broken leg.

“Patricia?” I tried to say.

The only thing that came out of my mouth were three grunts for the syllables in her name.


Chapter 30

The woman unleashed a peal of laughter. “Oh my gosh, you are quite the detective, aren’t you? Too bad you couldn’t take the hint to keep you and your friends’ noses out of something that didn’t concern you. Now look what happened. This is all your fault.”

I shook my head. But it was pointless to try to argue with Patricia. All I could do was to try to keep her talking until the dining club found me. Thank goodness I had my phone on me. Maybe I could send an SOS.

“Looking for your phone?” she crowed.

I felt her standing over me. Probably holding my phone above my face.

“Yeah, I’m about to drop one of these handy dandy concrete blocks on it and bust it to smithereens. I never guessed that the summer camp equipment storage room would also have a block in it. Good for me. Bad for you, Paige.”

If only I could talk to her, I begged silently. Ask her some questions. Find out why she killed Ray. Did she also hit Trevor with one of my fruitcakes? Then there was the matter of Krystal’s sabotaged swing.

“Poor, poor Paige,” she continued, her tone full of mock pity. “You know, I was starting to like you. Until you and your friends started asking the wrong questions. And then you snooped through my planner while I was in your hat shop’s bathroom. That was the straw that broke this camel’s back. Ask me how I know what you did? Oh wait, you can’t. All I can say is you were sloppy when you let those rose petals fall to the ground. One of them had a tear in it. And I would never let that happen to something Ray gave me.”

She let out a long sigh. I heard the splooshing sound of booze sloshing around in her flask followed by her taking a deep drink.

I whimpered, partly because my cheek felt like it was on fire from having hit the hard, scratchy floor. And partly because I was scared. Scared of being alone in a room with a very angry, very drunk, very violent person.

“I was such an idiot,” she muttered, ignoring my cries. “All those years I thought Ray was stringing me along. That he loved me. I adored him, Paige. Me, the invisible, overworked and underappreciated assistant. But that day, at the first dog surfing fundraiser, when I finally got up the courage to tell him I loved him. Not Susie Chen, not his ridiculous bride young enough to be his daughter but me. The person who’s been running his life for years. Who knows him better than anyone else? You know what he said?”

She paused, as if waiting for a response from me. So, I grunted my version of a vocal question mark.

“He laughed at me! Deep guffaws that came from his stomach. As if I had just said the aliens had landed and were invading his avocado farm. It cut deep, Paige. You could never understand. So I hurt him the way he hurt me. I saw that ugly candy cane-shaped knife and took it while you rang up my fruitcake purchase. No one was watching, and it was so easy. All those years I wasted, waiting for him to figure out, finally, I was his soul mate. Wasted, Paige. And now it’s time to destroy your phone. Say bye-bye!”

I heard her grunt with exertion and the grating noise of a cinderblock being moved. Please don’t crush my phone. Please.

“Goodbye phone,” she taunted.

Under my blindfold, I winced, bracing myself for the sickening sound of concrete to glass and metal.

Suddenly, the sound of knuckles rapping on the door filled the storage closet.

“Who followed you?” She hissed. “Tell me! Wait, you can’t.”

“Paige?” A voice called.

It was Kevin. Relief washed over me. Summoning every ounce of my energy, I screamed though the Christmas stocking in my mouth.

“Hey, that’s a creepy noise,” he said. “Okay, only one way to find out what’s going on. Good thing I have this hatchet I took from the extinguisher at the lifeguard station.”

“Don’t you dare come in,” Patricia cried. “I have a concrete block with me and I’m not afraid to use it on Paige.”

I wasn’t even sure that Kevin heard her threat because the thunderous sound of his blade hitting wood reverberated through my eardrums.

“Grab her and tie her with this rope, Ethan,” Kevin ordered. “I’ll call Rick and get him over here. Abby, let’s get Paige out of that tangled mess of Christmas lights.”

“And I’ll get that horrible blindfold and gag off,” I heard Linda’s voice say. She slid the bandana off and I blinked against the bright sunlight coming from the front door.

“Well that wasn’t so bad,” Kevin said, dusting his hand off on his elf costume t-shirt. “Are you okay? Nothing broken?”

I took a quick inventory, then gave a nod. Aside from my scratched cheek and shock at being blindfolded and gagged by Patricia, I was in one piece.

“Good. Paige, I think the Beachside Dining Club is starting to get the hang of working together to stop a killer.” He pulled out his phone. “Wait, are you serious? One bar of reception in this freaking closet? You’ve got to be kidding me. Team, we’ll have to drag her out of here. Good thing a swarm of cops are just down at the beach, ready to haul you to jail, Patty.”

“Patricia admitted to killing Ray,” I said as Abby unraveled the last of the rainbow-hued Christmas light from around my ankles. Linda offered me a firm arm to help my wobbly legs up.

“No way,” Ethan said, wrapping his arms around a struggling Patricia. “Good work, Paige. Now my mom is definitely off the suspect list. That’s the best Christmas gift I could ever get.”

“I’ll make sure she doesn’t run away,” Abby said, wrapping silvery duct tape around Patricia’s wrists as Ethan held her in a death grip.

“You’ve got the wrong person,” Patricia slurred, her drunken wriggling futile against Abby and Ethan’s strong grip. “I’m trying to protect Paige. From the real killer. That ex-con Malachi Crescenzo. Or should I say Stanley Joseph Schmitt?”

“What do you know about Malachi?” snapped Abby.

“Only that Ray discovered Malachi when he was still Stanley, flipping burgers in Brooklyn. He learned how he wanted to get out of the city and start over. So, Ray brought him out here on his dime to give this promising new chef a fresh start with a modest income. Ray always told me he’d pay him more if he proved himself capable. After a while, Malachi asked for more money but Ray refused. He hadn’t worked for us for long and Ray didn’t think it was time. Malachi didn’t like his salary but what could he do, with a crime record like his? So, he got greedy. I caught him dipping his grubby little hands into the family silver. Not surprising, considering his criminal past. Ray fired him on the spot.”

“So that whole story about serving red food to a businessman who hated the color red was a complete lie?” I asked.

“You bet your pretty little face it was,” she said with a snort. “Malachi’s a hustler. Also a great chef. But he’s made some pretty poor life choices.”

“What about the fight between Malachi and Trevor?” I asked. “Were you the one who pushed him into the pool?”

A slow smile spread across her face. It seemed her plan of pleading innocent was forgotten. Was because she was drunk? Or maybe she just wanted to revel in what she believed was her cleverness.

“Smart one, aren’t you? Trevor Lopez is lazy, self-entitled worm. I’m the one who encouraged Ray to cut him out of his will. Good thing your fruitcake was hard as rock. It made a good weapon. I only wish you hadn’t been there to rescue that nepo-baby.”

She struggled against Ethan’s grip. “Gimme my flask,” she croaked. “I just want a little sip.”

“No way, Patty,” Kevin said. “You’re donezo.”

He pulled out his phone again. “Three bars, friends. Guess we don’t have to hog-tie her with Christmas lights and drag her across the beach anymore.”

He punched Rick’s name into his phone. “Hey, Ricky? Yeah, we’re at the changing rooms. Small closet. With Patty, Ray’s former assistant. She’s got some loose lips and admitted to killing Ray. Okay, see ya soon. Bye.”

He hung up the phone and threw us a thumbs up.

Her eyes narrowed. “I hate it when people call me Patty, you old surf bum. Do I look like a Patty to you? I’m Patricia, for crying out loud!”

“I’ll take surf bum as a compliment,” Kevin said. “Even if it comes from a murderer.”

“Yeah, what about Krystal’s swing?” Ethan asked. “Did you cut that?”

Patricia rolled her eyes. “That was easier than taking candy from a baby,” she said, ending her statement with a particularly loud hiccup. “Getting onto that stage before the show was a piece of cake. As I said, nobody notices the mousey woman.”

“But why do it?” He asked. “Krystal didn’t do anything to you.”

“Oh brother,” she said. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. Out of all of Ray’s wives, Krystal was the worst.” She paused, thinking. “Well, the former mattress tester turned exotic animal trainer who demanded Ray buy her a pet capybara was pretty bad. Or the professional ribbon-twirler who was also an extreme germaphobe and insisted the house be sanitized every day also was a thorn in my side. But Krystal was the worst. She had zero talent, except for spending Ray’s hard-earned money. And she was planning on running off with Trevor. So there was no love between them at all. That killed me. So, she had to die. Too bad that didn’t work out.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Patricia’s admissions were so bananas that they had to be real. How could someone harbor so much festering anger toward the family who had employed her for years? That level of hatred was something I had never experienced. Not even when I learned my ex-boyfriend had cheated on me and spent my money on a Parisian romp with his new girlfriend. Not even when I leaned that my former boss had chosen to promote the inexperienced intern instead of myself.

“And Malachi’s tires? Did you slash those, too?” Abby asked, her arms folded across her chest.

Patricia shook her head. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“His tires were slashed a few days ago. Right after he talked to us at his food truck by the Grand Pacifico ice skating rink.”

“Wasn’t me. I was in L.A. all day, running errands for Krystal,” she said with a snarl. “Any shop on Rodeo Drive will attest to that. I didn’t get back until real late. Traffic was backed up.”

We had at least one piece of the mystery left to solve.

At that moment, I heard the thud, thud noise of footsteps pounding against sand. Then the sound of voices shouting.

Chief Rick and his team.

He stood in the splintered doorway, tall and intimidating in his uniform.

“You don’t have to say anything, officer,” Patricia said, her words slurring together like it was closing time at the bar, not 11 a.m. at the beach. “I’m a wanted woman. And I’m tired. All I want is to get out of here.”

Chief Rick’s mustache bristled in surprise. “Ethan, you can release Ms. McDonnell.”

Ethan unwrapped his arms from Patricia and she stumbled forward. “This won’t be the last you see of me,” she called. “I’ll be back to settle my score with the Beachside Dining Club.”

We all looked at each other. A wave of relief washed over me and I smiled. After everything we had been through on this case, I felt glad that we had finally caught the killer.

Because Lola and I had a costume contest to win.

CHAPTER 30

“Hey there, stranger,” a deep voice called out to me.

Adam. I could see his reflection in the jewelry store mirror inches from my face. He wore a flannel shirt over a faded t-shirt. A shy smile played at his lips that sent my heart fluttering.

Two pairs of dangly earrings were in my hands. One had delicate silvery dolphins with blue crystals. The other, butterflies carved in shell. Each pair was lovely, of course. This was the same store that had sold me my favorite rose quartz and diamond ring, after all. Trying to decide which one to give Linda as my secret Santa gift was proving harder than I thought.

I spun around, bumping right into him.

“Gosh, I’m sorry,” I said, avoiding his piercing blue gaze.

“No, it’s my fault. I’m the one who should apologize. I never congratulated you on winning the costume contest at the Surfing Dogs fundraiser last week. And coming in second in the surfing competition. And finding Ray’s killer. Who would’ve thought it was his assistant all that time?”

Deep down, I was a little annoyed with Adam. He had never finished asking me his question from the day of the surfing competition. And to make matters worse, when I tried to find him after he accepted his first place Santa hat trophy, Mom told me she saw him leave early, with Riley and his gorgeous Brazilian super genius vet girlfriend in tow.

“It’s okay,” I said. It really was not.

Adam scratched his head of wavy blond hair. “Hey, this is kind of random but I need your help.”

“Sure,” I replied.

“Riley wants pierced ears for Christmas. So I was thinking of getting her some earrings. You know, like little ones. But nice ones.”

“And you’re not sure what to get her,” I added.

“Yes, exactly. Could you help me pick something out for her? It won’t take long. She like the color green.”

“No problem.” My eyes wandered over to a display of simple studs made from semi-precious gemstones. “Maybe that bright green peridot pair?”

“Oh, those are perfect.” He picked them up gently off the rack, the earrings tiny in his large hand. “She’ll love them. I knew I could count on you. You’re such a good friend, Paige.”

I turned my head away. So now I was officially in the friend zone. Great. Just great. Merry flipping Christmas to me.

“Thanks,” I muttered.

“Hey, is everything okay?” His tone was soft, gentle. “After everything you’ve been through with Patricia…Were you really gagged with a Christmas stocking?”

“And tied up with Christmas lights. But I’m fine. Really. Jeanie’s free from suspicion and Ethan’s back to his normal nerdy happiness. In fact, I’m waiting for him and Jamal right now. They’re choosing some wine for our monthly dining club dinner this weekend.”

“Your famous dinners,” he said. “I’ve heard they’re epic.”

“Members only,” I said with a cocky smile. “Well, sometimes we allow family.”

“Oh.” I noticed he was picking at his fingernails and looking around the jewelry shop.

“Well, I need to hurry up and choose a pair of earrings for Linda’s secret Santa gift. It was nice running into you, Adam. Tell Rylie and your girlfriend I say hi.”

“Girlfriend?” He asked. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Mom said you’ve been seeing a Brazilian veterinarian recently,” I said.

“Oh, Gabi?” He started to laugh. “You thought she was my girlfriend?”

“Well, yeah. Mom usually knows what she’s talking about.”

“She’s a visiting professor at the university, here for a semester. Gabi was interested in our facilities at Homeless Paws because she specializes in neonatal care for kittens. So, I gave her some tours, and she helped with care when we were swamped. Plus, Paige, she’s engaged.”

I managed to hide a grin. Now it was my turn to say, “Oh.”

Suddenly, I felt light as a feather. Was the sun always so bright? Main Street’s holiday decorations always so colorful and cheery?

“Which brings me to the question I wanted to ask you on the beach. Before I chickened out and left. I know that was wrong, but honestly, I’m rusty at this, Paige.” His blue eyes looked up at me, pleading. “I haven’t asked any woman this question for ten years.”

My heart thumped so loudly in my chest, I could’ve sworn Adam heard it. “What question?”

“Would you like to go out to dinner with me and catch a movie afterwards?”

“Yes. I would love that.” The answer came so easily, naturally that even I was surprised.

“Oh, that’s great. So great.” He scratched his head again, lost for words. “Um, yeah, how about Saturday night? My buddy just opened up a new Italian place off of Main Street. It has an ocean view. They make their own pasta, too.”

“The day before our dining club dinner. Sounds perfect,” I said.

“Cool. Cool beans. Okay, well, I guess I’ll get those earrings and leave you to your shopping. Don’t want to keep you too long.”

I couldn’t help but smile at his charming dorkiness. “You can do one thing for me.”

“What’s that?”

“You can help me decide between these two earring pairs for Linda.”

“Oh! I’m not sure I’m the right person to ask. As you can see, I’m like two left feet when it comes to women’s jewelry.”

“But you have good taste,” I insisted. It wasn’t a lie. Adam always looked good. Even in a flannel shirt and faded t-shirt.

“In that case,” he said, “the dolphins. You know me. I like anything that reminds me of the ocean.”

“Good choice,” I said, placing the butterfly pair back on the rack. “Because I was leaning the same direction. See? You’re not bad a choosing jewelry. You need to have more confidence in yourself,” I teased.

“I know,” he said. “I’ve been working on it for some time. And I think it’s paid off.”

I met his deep blue eyes. “I think it has.”

* * *

“Don’t you look all rosy-cheeked and giddy,” Ethan called out to me as I met him at the Main Street Cross Walk.

Was it that obvious? “Must just be the cold morning,” I said, pulling my puffer jacket closer to my body.

“Uh, huh,” Jamal said, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “Sure. The cold.”

“Nice to see you, too, Jamal.” I gave him a quick, friendly hug and peeked into the Seashell Cellars tote bag slung around his shoulder.

“This looks good,” I said. “Is it for the dining club?”

“Some of it,” Ethan said. “Some of it’s for our family holiday dinner. There’s a beautiful Port in there and also a Cabernet Sauvignon from Napa that I couldn’t say no to. We also got a few bottles from Goldenview Estates that we can crack out at the dinner, too.”

“We picked up some champagne for Jeanie, too. I think she’ll be in a celebratory kind of mood,” Jamal said.

Together, we started strolling down Main Street, toward Rad Hatters.

Ethan nodded. “Thank goodness the police arrested the real killer.” He shivered. “I can’t imagine what my Christmas would look like if Mom was still Suspect Number One.”

“So, what were you doing in the jewelry shop that made you so happy?” Jamal asked.

“Buying someone a secret Santa gift,” I said. “I can’t tell you who, though. That will be revealed at our dinner.”

The two men shared a knowing smile. “That’s not all though. We saw you talking to Adam.”

I looked down at my jewelry store bag, trying to hide my smile. “Yeah, I saw him.”

“And?” Ethan asked. “What did you talk about? Certainly not just the weather.”

“No…” I trailed off. It wasn’t that I wanted to hide the fact that Adam asked me out on a date. So much happiness swelled at my chest, it threatening to burst out. But I was scared. Scared of messing up our budding relationship. Scared of what would happen if I did something dumb or said something inappropriate and he ghosted me. And my heart would be broken. Kevin and I were in a similar situation. He with Linda, me with Adam.

“He asked you out, didn’t he,” Jamal guessed.

I nodded. Lying to my friends wasn’t something I was good at so why even try?

Ethan did a little happy dance. “It finally happened! Jamal, you owe me $10.”

Jamal rolled his eyes, pulled out his wallet and slapped a bill into Ethan’s outstretched hand.

I couldn’t believe it. “You guys were betting on Adam asking me out?”

“No, not if, when!” Ethan said. “Don’t give me that look, Paige. Everyone in town knows he’s head over heels for you. You’re the only one who’s completely oblivious to that. I bet my husband he’d ask you out before our dining club dinner. Jamal thought he’d wait until the New Year.”

I shook my head. This was all news to me. Was I really that dense?

“So, what are you wearing?” Jamal asked. “Don’t tell me yoga pants, a sweatshirt and a messy bun.”

“Hey!” I said, pretending I was insulted. “I happen to like that uniform, thank you very much.”

“Oh, look where we are,” Ethan said, his tone bright. “High Tide Boutique. Jamal, didn’t your sister Ashley used to work here?”

“You know, she did. Tripled their profits in a month and got their name on the map. They sell beautiful clothes and accessories. And they always give us friends and family discount. Hi there!”

He turned to wave through the front window at a woman working behind the register. She beamed back and ushered us to come in.

“Guys, I don’t need any more clothes. I’m trying to save- “

But Ethan pushed me forward toward the front door of the shop. “Now we have to go in. We don’t want to be rude.”

Quicker than I could say ‘mistletoe,’ Ethan, Jamal and the shopkeeper thrust items at me.

“And don’t forget these booties and these earrings,” Ethan said, placing them on top of my teetering pile of clothes.

“Let me take this,” the shopkeeper grabbed the pile before it fell to the ground. She lead me to a dressing room with a heavy curtain in a pretty blue-and-white nautical print.

I hadn’t expected to be trying on dresses, pants and blouses this afternoon. But I also hadn’t expected to be asked out on a date. I paused, glancing at myself in the dressing room mirror. It was the first time I’d seen myself out of my normal work outfit in a long time. The flowy garnet-colored blouse, peppered with tiny flowers was comfortable and soft. Its warm, earthy tones complimented my tan skin and brown hair. And the artfully distressed jeans added a casual touch. I slipped the earrings Ethan had chosen simple, delicate gold hoops with tiny seed pearls. Then I wiggled the brown booties onto my feel and stood in front of the mirror. I felt taller. More polished, yet still like my relaxed self. But also ready to take on anything.

Ready to open my heart.

And my new business.

“Come on out, Paige,” Ethan called.

I took a deep breath and pushed back the curtain.


Chapter 31

“Linda, these cheesy potatoes are addictive. Like, please take them away from me before I eat the entire bowl.”

Before Kevin could scoop out another helping from the serving bowl, Linda reached forward. But then, she backed away. 

“Kevin, my sweet, it’s the holidays. Part of my gift to you is those cheesy potatoes. I hope you enjoy every last bite,” she said with a smile.

Lovingly, Kevin wrapped his arm around Linda and gave her a squeeze. “You sure know the way to my heart,” he said.

All the members of the Beachside Dining Club gathered around a long table in my backyard. There were freshly baked rolls, ham, three kinds of potatoes, glistening green beans, a charcuterie platter, tossed salad and Kevin’s grilled vegetable kabobs. We had so much food and drink that I was surprised my folding table hadn’t broken under its weight.

“I’ll raise a glass of my newest mocktail creation, Cranberry Orange Ginger Sparkler to this beautiful holiday feast,” Abby said.

We all raised our glasses. “Friends who solve crimes together stay together,” she said as everyone clinked our glasses.

Ethan stood up. True to his word, he wore his sleeveless denim jacket from his punk music days. It was covered with patches, held onto the jacket with safety pins that shone in the last rays of the afternoon sun. “I’d like to propose another toast. To the Beachside Dining Club. Thank you for helping clear my mom’s name.” He wiped his eyes, moist with emotion. “I couldn’t ask for better or more loyal friends.”

“How is your mom doing?” I asked, draining my glass of wine. My stomach was so full from our dinner, but not too full that I couldn’t find room for the dessert I had made.

“She’s doing great. Taking a break from her job as a nurse practitioner. Ray’s death really hit her hard, as you could expect. It made her realize how short life really is. So, she’s taking leave and trying her hand at becoming a surf photographer.”

“Dude! That’s amazing,” Kevin said, forking another piece of ham into his mouth.

Ethan nodded. “She’s showing her art at a gallery on Main Street. And another gallery in Santa Barbara, run by an old school friend, wants to sell her pieces, too. It seems like this murder case really did have a silver lining for mom. She’s always carried a camera around, ever since I can remember. Now, she’s living her dream.”

“I’m so happy for her,” Linda said.

“And you have good news, too, don’t you, Linda?” Ethan asked.

She nodded, the new dolphin earrings I had given to her jiggling in time. From Abby, I had received a silver bracelet with charm in the shape of a beagle riding a surf board. “We made enough money from the Santa Paws fundraiser to hire another veterinarian. Now, Dr. Adam won’t have to work overtime so often.”

We all clapped. Me, the hardest.

I was still riding the high from my date with Adam last night. When he picked me up at my house, old school style, the butterflies in my stomach were flying faster than seagulls chasing after an abandoned beach picnic. But when he smiled at me, the butterflies settled down, just a little. By the time we had a few drinks and appetizers, we were chatting and laughing like old friends. Then he kissed me. And asked for another date.

Some decisions in my life are difficult. Like when to open my shop. How to market my hats. Balancing my career with the needs of my family and friends. But this question was easy.

Of course I said yes.

“And Paige, I heard Annie raised enough money to cover the repairs to the window, and then some,” Linda said. “Wonderful news.”

“It is.” I smiled and looked around the table. Abby, Ethan, Kevin and Linda. We all watched out for each other. Lifted each other up. My heart was bursting with joy and gratitude.

“I don’t think I could’ve opened my shop without you,” I said, addressing the table.

“Nonsense,” Kevin said. “You’d do it even without our help. But we’re happy we can do what we can. Speaking of,” he pulled out a large red gift bag stuffed with white tissue paper. “This is for you. From Rick.”

“Rick?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“Open it. I’m dying to see what’s inside.”

I reached through the tissue paper and pulled out a straw sun hat. But not just any hat. The missing Dawn Patrol hat, stolen from my shop.

“Rick found this when they searched Patricia’s car. She confessed to breaking into your shop and stealing the hats to try to get you off the case. Seems like she was keeping this beauty for a beach day. Now, it’s coming back home to you.”

The woven straw of the hat felt smooth in my hand. “I could never sell this,” I said. Then, an idea came to me. “But I do know what I can do with it. Display it inside my shop. Like how shopkeepers display the first dollar bill they made. Well, this will be the hat that changed my life. Literally.”

Ethan put his fork down. “Hey, has anyone heard about Morgan the Mime? How’s she doing?”

“Saw her yesterday at the beach, doing the same old unicycle riding,” Kevin said. “She told me she just got a new job so her mime routines will be a side gig. She seemed really happy, though.”

Abby looked down at her smartwatch and gave a little squeak of surprise. “Holy smokes, you guys will never guess who just posted the most shocking post of the year.”

We looked around the table. Then, Ethan raised his hand. “Let me guess. Krystal and Trevor are getting hitched?”

Abby shook her head. “No, but I have seen them together around town. They’re definitely a couple and they seem so happy together. Check it out. He just posted this an hour ago. He and Krystal are starting their own company. An avocado-based skincare line.”

She showed us his social media post. Krystal and Trevor, their skin glowing, stood close together and beamed at their audience. In their arms was a basket laden with deep green avocados.

“Looks like those two had quite the mindset change,” Linda said. “From pop star hopeful to organic Earth Mama skincare maven. From spoiled son who inherited everything from his dad to glowing and grateful. At least, that’s how they appear.”

“KryVor Avocado-Infused Skincare. Harnessing the health superpowers of sun ripened California avocados into a full range of products for the entire family. Made with love by Krystal and Trevor Lopez,” I said. “Now I understand the brand’s name. It a slicing and sandwiching of KRYstal and TreVOR. And you’ll never guess who’s working for them. Morgan. There’s a picture here of her as the ‘chief fun officer’ at KryVor.”

“I guess you call that extreme teamwork,” Kevin said. “It seems they really turned a new leaf. Maybe they’ll give me a free sample of their fancy lotion.” He stretched out in his chair, rubbing his hands. “Let’s just say my skin isn’t as smooth as a baby’s butt.”

“I bet they totally would. I can only imagine Trevor’s on Cloud 9 since he hooked up with his dad’s now-loaded ex-wife.” Abby said. “But that Krystal and Trevor post wasn’t the craziest thing yet. Now this post cannot be beat. This is about Malachi.”

She pulled out her phone again and showed us his post. In the photo, he stood outside his blue food truck, his arms crossed like he meant business.

“Malachi Crescenzo: From Petty Thief to Pretty Great Chef. The Story of Southern California’s Hottest Food Truck Rolls to be Made into Star-Studded Film.”

I blinked back my shock. “No way. A movie about Malachi?”

“Guess so,” she said. “His cookbook must’ve really caught on. That and the whole murder suspect thing. People love a good true crime story. And you know what? I’m happy for him. He’s a great cook. He just had a rough start, that’s all.”

“Doesn’t hurt that he’s easy on the eyes,” Ethan said, a smile curling on his lips as he took a sip of wine.

“Yeah, okay, so I thought Malachi was cute. However, we’re clearly not meant to be together. At least, not right now. I have my surfing school to run but he has stars in his eyes. But maybe one day…”

“What about Mr. Food Truck’s slashed tire?” Linda asked. “That could’ve been Patricia, right? She said she was in L.A. when it happened.”

Kevin shook his head. “Rick’s pretty sure it was Trevor. He was the only one around the Grand Pacifico that day who had a motive for slashing his tire. Seems they were still fighting about Malachi’s salary arrangements. Malachi was threatening to smear the Lopez family name on his social media. Trevor refused to pay him anything, but Malachi insisted. Then, Trevor threatened legal action. There’s no evidence it was Trevor who knifed the tires, though. No camera footage. So, it might remain an unsolved mystery.”

Something about the whole Malachi situation still tugged on my mind. “I still don’t understand why Ray paid Malachi and the rest of his staff so little, except for those holiday bonuses, yet lavished all these expensive gifts onto Patricia.”

Linda sat up in her chair. “Oh, I know the answer to this! It’s because those watches, purses, cars and clothes were never meant for her in the first place. They were gifts for his many wives, but when they either refused them or discarded them, Ray let Patricia keep them. I think, deep down, he thought of her as his real wife who kept his household running perfectly. But he was never in love with her, as we now know.”

“How did you figure that one out?” I asked.

“It so happens that the other day, Krystal and Trevor stopped by Homeless Paws with a bunch of donations of designer clothing and purses for our resale shop. I got to talking to Krystal, and she explained that these came from Patricia, who hoarded them away after Ray’s wives didn’t want them anymore. It makes me kind of sad thinking about how much Patricia was in denial, but at least our resale shop will make a lot of money from the sale of these beautiful things.”

I smiled at my friend. Even something as disturbing as Patricia’s obsession with her former boss could turn into good. I took another sip of wine and admired its color in the late afternoon sun. A soft coastal breeze ruffled the surfing Santa-printed napkins on the table. My backyard lavender bushes swayed with the wind. Lola, her tummy full of ham, snored on her doggie bed next to the table. Piece by piece, everything was coming together.

Now all I had to chew my fingernails about was Rad Hatters. Mom had raised enough to cover the window, but as the opening day drew closer, my worries stacked higher. The shop was my dream come true. But there were so many ‘what if’s.’ What someone broke in again? What if hat shop sales floundered?

“Hey, Paige, is that the doorbell?” Ethan asked.

Ding dong. Ding dong sounded my camera doorbell from my phone, sitting on a nearby folding chair. I opened my phone to see who was at my door, praying it was the mailman and that they would just drop a package and leave.

It was a delivery person in a bright yellow vest, but he didn’t leave. He just pressed the doorbell again. In his hands was an envelope.

“I’ll be right back,” I said as I stood up from the table, my curiosity piqued. As long as it wasn’t a bill or letter from Patricia from jail, I’d be happy.

I took the envelope, scanning for a return address. KryVor Skincare. Was it an invitation to the opening of a new shop, celebrating Krystal and Trevor’s new business? Or maybe a coupon for free skincare.

But no, it was a simple card with ‘Thank you’ written in flowing script, along with a watercolor drawing of a green avocado.

“Dear Paige, Thank you for everything you and your friends did to help solve the murder case of my former husband. You put your life at risk to find the truth and Trevor and I will forever be in your debt. Please accept this order request for 1,000 Dawn Patrol sun hats, along with a pre-payment of $25,000. I would like our new KryVor logo to be placed on the hats so that we can give them away to promote our new company. After all, protecting your face from the sun is the first step in promoting skin health. Please contact my new assistant to discuss further hat plans.”

Thank you again,

Krystal and Trevor

Attached was a glossy business card with the contact information for their new assistant. I was so shocked, I read it again. Then again. That hefty check? For my business bank account? You could’ve knocked me over with a feather.

But no, it was real.

Never could I have imagined in my wildest dreams that Krystal and Trevor Lopez would have a generous bone in their bodies. But this amount of money would bump my fledgling shop into almost ‘thriving.’ Suddenly, Rad Hatters had a very real future in Sea Glass Beach. I wasn’t going anywhere. And neither was my shop.

I glanced at my apricot and bright pink roses, waving in the cool, salty breeze. Then the front door of my Sea Rose, my beautiful cottage. I could hear Kevin’s guffaw of laughter coming from the backyard. And the clinking of silverware. A little ruff came from Lola.

I had hats to design and orders to fill. And a friendship that might turn into something more.

And for the first time in a very long time, I allowed the intoxicating glow of happiness spread across me like a soft blanket.

My life here in Sea Glass Beach was turning out to be one heck of a crazy ride. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

THE END

* * *

RECIPES FROM THE BEACHSIDE DINING CLUB

Paige’s Killer Fruitcake

Note from the chef: A holiday classic, made even more delicious!

You will need:

1 ½ cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

¼ teaspoon salt

1 cup brown sugar packed

½ cup water

1/3 cup butter

1 teaspoon cinnamon powder

1 teaspoon ginger powder

¼ teaspoon cloves powder

1 cup raisins

½ cup milk

1 teaspoon vanilla

2 large eggs room temperature

1/3 cup dried cranberries

1/3 cup dried blueberries

1/3 cup dried cherries

1/3 cup dark chocolate chunks

1/3 cup mixed nuts, more if you wish

Instructions

In a saucepan, add butter, water, sugar, spices, raisins, and let it come to a boil for one minute. Turn off the heat, add the milk to the mixture and mix well. Keep it aside until warm to the touch.

Preheat oven to 350F. Grease a 9 x 5 x 3-inch loaf pan or mini pans if making as gifts.

Sift flour with salt and baking powder. Add the dried fruit, chocolate chunks, nuts and mix well.

Add the vanilla to the butter and milk mixture, beat the eggs and add to the same mixture. Stir until combined, then pour over the flour and fold gently, avoiding over mixing.

Pour the batter into the baking pan. Using a spatula, try to even the surface of the cake batter. You can decorate the surface with nuts. Pecan halves are my favorite.

Bake for 45 to 50 minutes or until a knife inserted in the middle of the cake comes out clean.

Place the cake on a cooling rack and allow it to cool completely. Although you can enjoy this cake on the same day, it tastes better and becomes even more tender and moist on the second day.

Jeanie’s Famous Guacamole

Note from the chef: Serves 6-8.

You will need:

3 large, ripe avocados

3-6 cloves garlic

1/2-1 large red onion

Juice from one lime

Handful of chopped cilantro

Cayenne pepper powder, to taste

Ground cumin, to taste

Salt, to taste

Instructions

Scoop out fruit from avocados and place in a bowl

Add garlic, red onion, lime juice, cilantro and seasonings to taste

Serve with fresh tortilla chips and watch it disappear!

Abby’s Horchata Smoothie

You will need:

1 banana, frozen or fresh

1/2 cup pitted dates

1 cup any kind of milk

1 cup Greek yogurt

1 tbsp chia seeds

1/2 tsp ground cinnamon

1/2 tsp vanilla extract

1/2 cup ice

1 TB honey (or more if you’d like)

Instructions

Place ingredients into a blender and secure the lid.

Start the blender on its lowest speed and steadily ramp up to its highest speed.

Blend until it’s as smooth as you’d like.

Pour into a glass and enjoy!
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About the Author

Amelia Pine grew up on a healthy diet of Nancy Drew, Agatha Christie and Jessica Fletcher. Now a full-time writer, Amelia brings cozies into the modern word of cellphones, social media and globalization while retaining the classic relaxing, warm and friendly atmosphere with memorable characters. She and her family call coastal San Diego home.

You can connect with me on:
[image: ] http://www.ameliapine.com
[image: ] http://www.instagram.com/cozy_mystery_gal


Subscribe to my newsletter:
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Also by Amelia Pine
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Killer Brownies

http://bit.ly/3XTZGFW

Dive into Killer Brownies for a cozy mystery that’s dangerously delicious!

When a beloved internet food personality is murdered, bridal boutique milliner Paige Andrews must don her detective hat. Can she uncover the truth before it’s too late or will the real killer serve her a slice of danger?

Welcome to Sea Glass Beach, California, where sunshine and surf hide dark secrets beneath the waves. Paige has her perfect new beginning - a quaint cottage, a thriving design career and a vulnerable rescue beagle. But when a famous internet food personality is murdered, she finds herself caught in a web of deadly intrigue, with her friend Abby as the prime suspect. With humor, determination, and a dash of style, Paige and her group of quirky friends race against time to uncover the truth.

Bonus recipes included!
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