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Anna and her friends stepped off the modest but cozy yacht and onto a steel dock at the Seagull Cove Yacht Club.

After a few hours of breathing fresh ocean air beneath the early June sunshine with Sonja, Ruthie, and Rosie, she felt rejuvenated.

Sonja turned toward Ethan, her handsome longtime friend with thick brown hair and a rich tan that most people didn’t have until late summer. “We’ll get a table and meet you in the restaurant.”

Ethan gave her a curt wave. “Don’t wait for me to order food. I have to take care of something out on the water real quick, but I’ll be back within a half hour.”

Their footsteps echoed as the women walked down the dock and toward the deck.

“I can’t thank you enough for inviting us today, Sonja,” Ruthie said. “It’s nice to break away before the tourists and summer residents descend upon Seagull Cove.”

All four women were small business owners in town. Ruthie owned The Book Cove, which was a few doors down from Anna’s ice cream shop, Bella’s Dream; Sonja owned Cove Coffee, just next door; and Rosie ran the Inn at Seagull Cove at the top of the cliff behind Main Street.

“My parents have been friends with Ethan’s family since before we were born, so we go way back. When he invited me out today, I thought you ladies might also enjoy a day on the water.”

Rosie smirked. “I think what Ethan had in mind was to take you out alone. As in, on a date.”

Anna put a friendly arm around Sonja’s shoulders. “She’s right, you know. It was pretty obvious that he would have preferred to have your attention all for himself.”

Sonja let out a deep breath. “I know. But we’ve been friends for years, and I don’t know if I’m willing to risk that by dating him. Besides, it could be awkward for our families if things didn’t work out.”

“So, you took us along for the day as a buffer?” Anna asked.

Sonja’s cheeks, which were already pink from the sun, grew brighter. “I suppose you could say that. But I also wanted to spend the day with you three. Don’t hate me because I can multitask.”

Anna playfully punched Sonja’s shoulder.

“She’s right about one thing. We don’t spend enough time together,” Rosie said.

“And this was so fun. Thanks for inviting us,” Ruthie added.

“Can anyone stay for an early dinner?” Sonja asked when they arrived at the wooden staircase that led to a deck dotted with tables, chairs, and blue umbrellas. “The restaurant at the yacht club serves the best lobster rolls, and it looks like there are plenty of outdoor tables available.”

“Ooh, I haven’t had one yet this year,” Anna said. “Count me in.”

“I wish I could join you, but I have to get back to my bookstore,” Ruthie said. “Some of my employees are still new summer hires, so I’m afraid to leave them alone much longer.”

“I have to get back to the inn,” Rosie said. “It’s Friday, and I like to be there when my weekend guests check in. But thank you for a lovely afternoon. We’ll connect again soon.”

Anna and Sonja went inside to change out of their bathing suits and beach cover–ups, and into some sundresses. On their way through the lobby, Anna noticed the hostess bringing a bowl outside and putting it on the ground.

“It can’t be,” Anna said, following the young woman and peeking outside. Sure enough, her orange feline friend, Casper, was trotting over. “I can’t believe that cat ventures out this far. He has friends everywhere.”

Sonja chuckled. “Now I don’t feel so bad for the days I don’t remember to give him a snack.”

They changed, then got a seat on the deck. Anna leaned back and took a deep breath. “It’s so peaceful by the water. This is one of the biggest perks of living in Seagull Cove.”

They each ordered a lobster roll with French fries and watched the boats coming and going while they waited for their food. Vessels of all sizes dotted the calm waters. Anna pointed to the largest one. “Look at that yacht. The owner must be loaded.”

“It’s owned by a local businessman, Bernard Davenport. He’s super rich. He owns a chain of local fast food restaurants called The Burger Pit. Ethan can’t figure out how the guy runs three restaurants and still finds so much time to sail.”

The sleek yacht disappeared behind some rocks that jetted out from the coast to their right.

“Maybe he has a large staff,” Anna said.

“Look, there’s Ethan’s right behind him,” Sonja said, as they watched his boat disappear behind the rocks a short distance behind the larger one.

“He’s cute,” Anna said. “He’s got that carefree surfer vibe going on. But I can understand why you’d be hesitant to start anything if you’ve been friends since childhood. That’s a tough call.”

“It would be so awkward if something went wrong, especially now that we’re both back in town to stay.”

“How come you never dated before?” Anna asked.

Sonja shrugged. “We both lived out of town for years, so we didn’t see each other much.” She smiled. “And I guess you could say that he took a while to grow up. I always thought he was kind of a playboy and not really dating material.”

“Was he?”

“Probably not. He did drop out of college to sail around the world, which I thought was a red flag at the time. But according to my parents, he just took a while to figure out what he wanted to do with his life.”

“College isn’t for everyone,” Anna said.

“That’s true. A few years ago, he bought a small yacht and started a day charter business. He’s hoping to eventually purchase a larger boat and expand his operations.”

“It sounds like he’s living his best life,” Anna said. “I like him. If you have feelings for him, I think you should give him a chance.”

Sonja smirked. “Look who’s calling the kettle black. You have two handsome men interested in you, and you haven’t done a thing about it. And don’t tell me that you don’t have time because of your new business. You’ve had your ice cream shop for more than a year now.”

It was true that Anna used her business as her excuse for not dating. But it was mainly just a cover story. The real reason was that she wanted to focus her energy on bringing her sister, Bella, home. She couldn’t tell her friend that her sister was alive, and she had to admit, her opportunities did seem to be slipping away. Jeremy was considering dating his ex, Mallory. As far as she knew, Todd Devonshire was still available, but he wouldn’t wait around forever. He was handsome and sweet, not to mention wealthy. She did sometimes wonder if down the line she would regret letting both opportunities pass her by.

“I promise I’ll think about it if you will,” Anna said.

Sonja smiled triumphantly. “Deal.”

“Although, in your case, I think you’ve already made up your mind. I just think you’re afraid to act on your feelings.”

Sonja smiled broadly. “You’re right. I think I have. How about some dessert? They make a fabulous cheesecake here.”

“Why not?”

The women ordered two slices of blueberry cheesecake and coffee. When the server left, Anna leaned back in her chair. “I could get used to this lifestyle.”

“You and me both.”

“Yoo-hoo. Excuse me.”

A woman wearing pink shorts and a white V-neck t-shirt with a large, beaded image of a Yorkshire Terrier on the front, was barreling toward them.

Anna looked at Sonja, who shrugged.

“Can I help you?” Anna asked.

“I sure hope so.” She made an exaggerated gesture for another woman to join her. The second woman smirked as she stood up and made her way over. The two appeared to be about the same age, in their mid-sixties.

“I’m Babs, and this is my friend, Lizzie. Don’t you own the ice cream shop down the street?”

“Yes. Bella’s Dream.”

“I was hoping you could resolve something for us once and for all.” Babs fished her phone from her pocket and tapped on the screen a few times. She handed it to Anna while Sonja looked over Anna’s shoulder.

“It’s a picture of a vanilla ice cream cone,” Anna said.

“And what are those brown things on top?” Babs asked.

Anna and Sonja exchanged an amused glance. She understood where this was going. “I’d call them jimmies.”

“Aha,” Babs said with a victorious smile. “See, Lizzie? They are not sprinkles, they are jimmies.”

“Everywhere else in the country they’re called sprinkles,” Lizzie said. “I was a caterer for thirty-five years in Chicago. I should know.”

“Well, now that you’ve retired to Seagull Cove, you have to get it right. You know what they say: ‘When in Rome.’”

Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Come on, Babs. We’ve taken up enough of these ladies’ time.”

“They are adorable,” Sonja said to Anna after they left.

Ethan returned his boat to his slip, which was located in the middle of one of two long steel docks that jetted out from the shore. He took a hose from a nearby rinsing station and began to rinse the hull of his boat.

Their young server, Trevor, brought two cups of coffee with cream and sugar on the side. “The cheesecake will be right up.”

As Anna lifted her cup to take a sip, the sound of a scream drifted in from the distance.

The restaurant patrons, as well as the boaters on the dock, turned in the direction of the intrusive noise.

Anna pushed her sunglasses up onto her head for a better view. To her right, she could see for about a quarter mile before the rock formations blocked her line of sight. Though the scream seemed to come from that direction, she glanced to the left, as well, where Mile-Long Beach stretched out, leading to the town’s largest cove—the one it was named after. Nothing unusual stood out on either side.

Ethan and two other boaters immediately untied their vessels, backed their boats out of their slips, and sped toward the smaller cove on the right. A few other boats already on the water also headed in that direction.

The waitstaff tried to reassure the customers who were eating on the patio, but since Trevor forgot to bring them their cheesecake, she had a feeling they were more shaken than they let on.

Ten minutes later, Ethan and most of the other boats returned.

Judging from their solemn expressions, something was terribly wrong.

Ethan hastily tied up his boat, jogged down the dock, and raced into the building. He spoke with an older man, whose concerned expression turned to panic. The man immediately made a phone call.

There was a dull murmur among the guests. Ethan joined Anna and Sonja at their table, looking as pale as one could with a golden tan.

“What happened?” Anna asked.

“Bernard Davenport is dead. We found him lying on his back on the bow of his boat with a bullet in his chest. The manager is calling 9-1-1 right now.”


CHAPTER 2
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“How could a man have been shot with so many boats around?” Sonja asked. “Somebody must have seen something.”

Anna’s first thought was that the killer used a silencer.

“Somehow, they didn’t,” Ethan said. “Everyone was shocked when they saw him.”

“Weren’t you also in that area?” Anna asked. “Didn’t you say you had some business to take care of?”

"I needed to ask Graham Matthews a question. His boat was a little farther out than where Bernard was anchored. I sped past Bernard’s boat but didn’t notice anything unusual. Then again, I wasn’t really paying close attention. He could have already been dead, and I just didn’t realize it."

“How did nobody hear a gunshot?” Sonja asked.

“A silencer,” Anna suggested, looking in the direction of the small cove. “Try to think, Ethan. Did you see anything unusual at all?”

Ethan looked surprised at Anna’s question.

“Don’t mind Anna,” Sonja said. “She’s become quite the amateur sleuth since she moved to Seagull Cove. She’s probably already trying to solve the case, and the police haven’t even arrived yet.”

Anna realized her bluntness. “I’m sorry, Ethan. Don’t mind me. Are you okay? That must have been traumatizing.”

He ran his hand through his windblown hair. “I guess. Henrik Schultz, one of the members of the yacht club, is waiting at the boat for the police to arrive. Bernard wasn’t the most popular guy, but it seemed disrespectful to leave him alone.”

“I take it there wasn’t anyone else on board besides Bernard,” Anna said.

“No. He went out alone today, which is not uncommon. I saw him leave this morning.”

“So, a lot of people knew that he was alone?”

“Sure. There was nothing unusual about that. We all do that all the time. In fact, it’s common knowledge that he takes his yacht out every Friday afternoon. And everyone knows that’s his favorite spot.”

When Detective Charlie Doyle and two other police officers arrived, someone from the yacht club had a boat waiting to take them to the crime scene.

“I wonder if Charlie has jurisdiction, since the crime happened on the ocean,” Anna said.

“I have no idea how that would work,” Sonja said.

Anna watched the boat Charlie was on disappear behind the rocks. A few minutes later, Jeremy Russo arrived. He gave a tired wave to Anna and Sonja, then went to talk to one of the yacht club employees. The conversation didn’t last long. Jeremy returned and took the remaining chair at Anna’s table.

Sonja introduced Jeremy and Ethan.

“Do you know what happened?” Anna asked.

“Nobody seems to know anything, except that Bernard Davenport was fatally shot in the chest.”

“That’s all we know, too,” Sonja said. “We were waiting for our dessert to arrive when we heard a scream. Then a bunch of boats took off and disappeared behind the rocks. Their drivers all returned wearing solemn expressions.”

“Ethan was driving one of the boats that raced over to where Bernard had been shot,” Anna added.

“He was dead when we arrived, so we all came back to shore. I informed the manager, Doug, who called the police,” Ethan said.

“Who found the body?” Jeremy asked.

“Unfortunately, it was a charter boat. The captain had four passengers. He said he was just passing by when he noticed Bernard lying motionless on the bow. At first, he thought he was sunbathing, but then he realized something wasn’t right. He approached the boat to see if Bernard needed any help, and then noticed the blood on his chest. It was one of his passengers who screamed.”

“How awful,” Jeremy said. “Those poor people were just out for a relaxing day on the water, and they happened across a murder scene.”

“Did anyone hear a gunshot?” Jeremy asked.

“No,” Anna said. “I’m guessing the killer used a silencer.”

“Charlie is here, but we were wondering if the case will be turned over to the coast guard, since it happened at sea.”

“It will be handled by the local police,” Jeremy said. “I remember a crime that happened at sea at the last newspaper I worked for. Unless it happens more than three nautical miles away, the crime is within the jurisdiction of the local police.”

Trevor finally brought their cheesecake. Jeremy’s eyes widened when he placed the thick slices in front of them.

With everything going on, it took Anna a few minutes to notice just how tired Jeremy looked. “You look exhausted. Why don’t you order some coffee? It looks like it will be a while before you can talk to Charlie.”

He scanned the deck. “I’ll talk to a few bystanders, but I can’t wait around today. I’ll have to go to the police station later to talk to Charlie.”

Anna pushed her blueberry cheesecake toward Jeremy. “Then here. Have my dessert. I lost my appetite.”

“Thanks,” he said, stabbing it with a fork. “I skipped lunch. And breakfast too, now that I think about it.”

Jeremy wolfed down the cheesecake, then left to interview a few of the folks who were waiting around. Doug had asked that nobody leave until the police had a chance to talk to them. The staff was still trying to reassure everyone, but they looked as if they needed reassuring themselves.

The coroner arrived and boarded a boat that was parked in a nearby slip. A couple of minutes later, two other men arrived. Anna recognized them as crime scene technicians.

After talking with a few people, Jeremy returned to Anna’s table. “Unfortunately, I have to be somewhere, but I’ll see you soon.”

Anna knew that by ‘soon’, he was referring to their trip to Maine on Sunday to visit Anna’s sister, Bella. Ever since Anna discovered she was alive, they met on the first Sunday of every month at Camden Manor, an assisted living facility in Camden, Maine. Anna often went alone for their monthly visits, but this month Joe Wiggins and Jeremy were planning to accompany her because they had some important things to discuss. The previous month, they had discovered the body of Rebecca Crenshaw, which meant that the body Bella saw being taken out to sea was not Rebecca’s but her boyfriend Benjamin’s. They needed to regroup and decide on their next move in their quest to find Rebecca’s and Benjamin’s killer, so that Bella could finally come home.

“See you soon, Jeremy. And take care. You really do look tired.”

He opened his mouth to say something but stopped himself. Instead, he waved and left.

An hour later, Charlie and two other police officers returned to shore and made their way to the deck where the patrons were waiting. The police split up and began conducting interviews. Charlie gave Anna and Sonja permission to leave, since he knew how to find them both later.

“I feel like the day is shot,” Sonja said. “I’m not going to be able to concentrate on work now.”

“I know what you mean,” Anna said. “But I think I’ll go back, anyway, to let my employees know what happened.”

“I suppose you’re right. We’ve been away much longer than we expected to be.”

They had taken Anna’s car to the yacht club, so when they returned to Main Street, she parked in the alley behind her shop. Then she and Sonja parted ways. It was nearly 6:00 by the time she got back.

Even though Velma’s shift had already ended, she was sitting at a stool at the ice cream counter, where she, Alex, Trish, and Mary were discussing what happened to Bernard.

“It sounds like you already heard the news,” Anna said.

“We knew you were at the yacht club, because Ruthie came over a few minutes ago. She heard about the murder from one of her customers and told us you were still there.”

Anna recounted the experience to her staff. “I guess Rosie and Ruthie are lucky they didn’t stay to eat.”

“How awful,” Velma said. “Are you going to investigate?”

“Of course she is,” Mary said. “Doesn’t she always?”

“You might be surprised to know that I’m planning to leave this one in the hands of the police.” She had enough on her plate trying to solve Rebecca’s and Benjamin’s murder.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Velma said, getting up to leave. She gave Anna a hug. “I’m glad you’re safe. I’ll see you on Monday.”

“Thanks. Have a great weekend,” Anna said.

Anna assisted her employees with the after-dinner rush. They had already resumed their summer hours, so the shop was now open from 11 to 9, and she was scheduling three employees for each shift. It wasn’t as busy as it would be once school got out in a few weeks and the tourists and summer residents returned, but a sunny early June day brought a definite uptick in foot traffic.

Shortly before closing time, Anna fed Casper. She kept him company while he ate, then went back inside. As she grabbed a rag to wipe down the tables, Sonja burst into the shop and made a beeline for Anna.

“Are you okay?” Anna asked.

“I didn’t know where else to go. Ethan is at my coffee shop. He said that several people saw his boat stop next to Bernard’s for a few minutes around the time he was murdered. The police consider him a suspect. He is devastated. Could you come by and talk to him?”

Alex and Trish looked at each other and smirked.

“Of course,” Anna said.

“We’ll close up. We knew you’d somehow get sucked into this case,” Alex said.


CHAPTER 3
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Anna followed Sonja next door to Cove Coffee, where Ethan was staring blankly into a mug of coffee at a table in the corner.

“He’s been like that since he got here,” Sonja whispered as they crossed the dining room.

The women sat opposite Ethan and he lifted his gaze. “It’s hard to believe that such a fun afternoon could have ended so badly.”

“Tell me what happened after we left,” Anna said.

He let out a quick sigh. “I waited around forever to talk to the police. I was one of the last people they got to. Apparently, someone told Detective Doyle that they saw my boat lingering around The Bun Voyage.”

“The what?” Anna asked, unable to stifle her laugh.

“The Bun Voyage,” Ethan said with a straight face. “That’s the name of Bernard’s boat.” Anna glanced at Sonja, who didn’t seem to think that was as funny as Anna did. Either that, or she was too caught up in her concern for Ethan. “That’s hilarious. Sorry, go on.”

“As I said, when I finally talked to the police, Detective Doyle told me that someone saw my boat approach The Bun Voyage as I was on my way to The S.S. Mozzarella. Now they think I could be the killer.”

“The S.S. Mozzarella?” Anna asked. This time she thought she had suppressed her smirk, but apparently not completely, because Sonja kicked her under the table.

“That’s Graham Matthew’s boat. He owns a chain of pizza parlors called The Saucy Slice,” Ethan said. “He referred a client to me yesterday, and I had a question for him. That’s why I went back out after I dropped you off at the dock. I saw The S.S. Mozzarella beyond the cove where Bernard was hanging out, so I figured it was a good chance to ask him my question. The detective said that someone on another boat saw me stop at The Bun Voyage on my way to talk to Graham. They said that my boat was the only one that approached his all afternoon.”

“Did the detective specifically say that you were a suspect?” Sonja asked.

“He didn’t have to. He kept pressing me about what I was doing over there. I told him that I only stopped for a brief conversation on my way to Graham’s boat and that when I pulled away, Bernard was fine. But I know he didn’t believe me.”

“What did you talk about with Bernard?” Anna asked.

“I literally just stopped to say hello. I docked my boat alongside his, and we chatted for a couple of minutes. It was just small talk. Then I went on my way. I swear, he was alive and well when I left. He was also fine when I passed his boat on my way back to the yacht club. I saw him sitting on the bow. Whoever killed him did it after I left.”

“That only leaves a short window between then and when we heard the scream,” Anna said.

“I was thinking that, too. There were only about ten minutes when the crime could have taken place,” Sonja said.

If Ethan’s telling the truth.

“Did Bernard look like he was under any type of duress the last time you saw him?” Anna asked.

“Not at all. He was just enjoying the sunshine. But the police must have determined that I was there long enough, and I was close enough to his boat to have killed him. Someone convinced the police that it had to be me.”

Anna leaned back in her chair and looked directly at Ethan. He had conveniently skipped the fact that he stopped at Bernard’s boat when he recounted what happened earlier. At the yacht club he said that he sped past Bernard’s boat on his way to Graham’s. “What do they think your motive is?”

His shoulders tightened. “Bernard and I had a little disagreement last month.”

“What kind of disagreement?” Anna asked.

“A business one. He gave me a loan back when I first started my touring company. I started out with a smaller boat and wanted to purchase the one I have now. I didn’t have enough credit to get a loan, so he lent me the money. He gouged me on the interest rate, but I agreed to it because I didn’t have any other options. I was late with one payment and only by a few days, because one of my clients was late in paying me, but he jacked up the interest rate even higher, anyway. I nearly lost everything as a result.”

“Did he have the right to do that?” Anna asked.

“Yeah. He had a clause in the contract that said if I was late with a payment, the interest rate would increase by ten percent. Somehow, I let him convince me that he wouldn’t ever enforce it, but it was just to protect him in case I flaked out. Knowing his reputation as a cutthroat businessman, I should have been smarter, but we had our discussion over a drink. He told me that he understood it was tough to start a business and that he only wanted to help a fellow club member. But the first time I was late, he still slapped me with an exorbitant rate.”

“Obviously, you were able to stay in business,” Sonja said.

“I was determined to make it work, because it was my dream. I wasn’t going to let Bernard beat me. But I did lose my temper a few times, and people at the yacht club saw it.”

“You said that you stopped to chat with him on the water today,” Anna said. “Does that mean the two of you were on good terms?”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “I was trying. That’s why I stopped to greet him. I figured I had to see the guy every day, since we both spent a ton of time at the yacht club, but I can’t say I was over it. Still, despite everything that happened between us, I never would have killed the guy. In the end, I was angrier at myself for getting into that situation than I was with him.” He looked at Sonja. “You believe me, don’t you?”

She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “Of course I do, Ethan.”

He let out a sigh of relief. “After my experience with Bernard, I started asking around, and it seems those types of practices were not unusual for him. My guess is that there are probably a lot of people who had a motive to kill him.”

“But the person would have needed the opportunity to do it, as well. They would have to have been out on the water in that ten-minute window between when you left him and when his body was found,” Anna said. “Apparently, your boat was the only one near his in that time period.” She liked Ethan, but she was annoyed that he had lied earlier.

Sonja shot her a reprimanding look.

“Obviously not,” Ethan said. “Someone killed him after I left.”

“Did the witness claim to have had Bernard’s boat in view the whole time?”

“Yeah. And I think I know who that witness was. Joan Campos. I saw her boat not too far from his.”

“Who is Joan Campos?” Anna asked.

“She was his business partner. From what I hear, they had very different visions of which direction to take the business. Bernard wanted to expand, and Joan wanted to improve the three restaurants they already had. She thought they should add some healthier options to the menu to attract a broader clientele.”

“So, you’re thinking she may have lied because she’s the killer?” Anna asked.

“I think it’s a strong possibility. Either that or she got distracted and didn’t actually have eyes on his boat the whole time.”

“You also said that Graham Matthews was in the area. Did he have a motive?” Anna asked.

“I’m not sure. They ran competing businesses, but I couldn’t say whether he had a motive for murder.”

“Is there anyone else you know who would benefit from his death?” Anna asked. “Remember, it would have to be someone who was out on the water today.”

“There’s Henrik Schultz. He’s also a member of the yacht club, and he wasn’t a fan of Bernard’s, to put it mildly. In fact, he was a sympathetic ear for me when everything happened with the loan. He hated the man. I found out from another member that Bernard was trying to get Henrik thrown out of the yacht club. He claimed that he violated a rule, but the real reason is because Henrik has a prime slip, which Bernard wanted.”

“And Henrik was there today?”

Ethan nodded. “He was also out on the water at the time. He was one of the first people to reach Bernard after the scream, and he was the one who stayed with The Bun Voyage while the rest of us raced to shore to call the police. He said he hadn’t been anywhere near Bernard’s boat until he heard the scream, but that doesn’t mean that he wasn’t.”

“Sonja told me that you’ve helped to solve murders in Seagull Cove. Will you help me to prove my innocence? I refuse to let that man take anything more from me than he already has.”

Sonja gave Anna a pleading look. “Will you help?”

“I’ll do my best,” Anna said. Despite everything she had on her plate, she couldn’t say no to one of her best friends. Besides, she didn’t like the way Ethan had lied about talking to Bernard. If Sonja was developing romantic feelings for a killer, Anna wanted to keep a close eye on the situation.

Sonja and Ethan both gave her a relieved smile.

“What should we do first?” Sonja asked.

“We might as well start by talking to Joan and Henrik. But it might be best if Sonja and I did it alone, especially if they consider you a suspect. If we think it would be more advantageous to have you with us, we can always adjust.”

“I suppose you’re right. Besides, if you’re going to imply that one of them could be the killer, I might not want to be part of that conversation. I have to see these people every day at the yacht club, and both Joan and Henrik have sent clients my way.”

“Do you know how we can get in touch with them?”

“Henrik is a retired investment broker and is at the yacht club almost every day. He gets there about 11:00 most mornings. It would be good to start with him, because I saw him in a heated discussion with Bernard this morning. I couldn’t hear the conversation, but it looked intense.”

“I can free myself up at 11:00 tomorrow to come to the yacht club,” Anna said.

“So can I,” Sonja added.

“Great. I’ll need to go with you since you’re not members, but I’ll lay low while you talk to Henrik.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Anna said.

Ethan seemed much more positive now that they had determined their next step. “I think I’ll get going. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Anna watched Ethan leave. “Sonja, we need to consider the possibility that he did it. I know your feelings for him are deepening, but we can’t rule him out. He lied to us about talking to Bernard just before he was murdered.”

Sonja’s gaze fell to the ground. “I understand. But I’ve known him since we were kids. I truly don’t believe he’s capable of murder.”

“But you said that there was a period of time when you barely saw him. People can change.”

“I’m sure he just lied because he didn’t want to look guilty. I know it wasn’t a smart move, but I can understand why he did it. But I promise I’ll be careful until we know for sure what happened.”

“That’s all I’m asking,” Anna said.


CHAPTER 4
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At 10:30 on Saturday morning, Anna saw Ethan hop out of a black Honda parked in front of Bella’s Dream and dash into Cove Coffee. He and Sonja emerged a few minutes later, and Anna met them on the sidewalk. They got into Ethan’s car and were at the Seagull Cove Yacht Club a few minutes later.

Ethan checked them in with the hostess, who greeted them when they entered the lobby. The large gathering space was dotted with armchairs and cocktail tables, and at the back a large picture window overlooked the vast ocean. In the back right corner two swinging doors led to the kitchen, while the indoor dining room stood to the right of the mahogany hostess stand. The entrance to the outdoor deck, where they had eaten the day before, was on the left.

“Henrik is usually eating breakfast on the deck about this time,” Ethan said. “He’ll be easy to spot.”

“Hi, Doug,” Ethan said to a distinguished looking man who was wearing fitted tan trousers and a white linen shirt, greying hair around his temples. “These are my friends Sonja and Anna. Doug is the manager of the yacht club.”

“Oh, so this is Sonja,” he said with an approving smile.

Ethan shot him a reprimanding look, and Doug cleared his throat. “Right. I remember seeing the two of you yesterday. I’m sorry you chose such a terrible day to visit our club.”

“We’re sorry for the loss of one of your members,” Anna said.

“Thank you.”

On the way to the deck, Anna stopped at a large trophy case. She noticed a trophy with Bernard’s name on it.

“The yacht club holds its annual regatta in July, and Bernard has won the last few years,” Ethan said. “He was a great racer.”

They followed Ethan to the edge of the deck where they had eaten the day before. Most of the tables were occupied.

“It’s more crowded than usual. People must be here to gossip,” Ethan said.

Anna noticed a few whispers when they walked onto the deck. She assumed it was because word was getting around that Ethan was a suspect.

He pointed to a man sitting at a corner table wearing a yellow polo shirt and powder blue shorts. He was reading the Seagull Cove Chronicle.

“That’s Henrik,” Ethan said. “I’ll stay inside so he doesn’t know that we’re together.”

When the women approached Henrik, he was intently studying the rock formation on the right, which was adjacent to the spot where Bernard’s body had been discovered. He eventually noticed the women standing there. “May I help you?” he asked in a tone that indicated he’d rather be left alone.

“We’re sorry to bother you. Would it be okay if we sat down for a few minutes?”

“Have we met?”

“We were here yesterday,” Anna said. She decided to play on his pride. “We heard from several people that you are one of the most prominent members of this club.”

He straightened his back and appeared to consider their request. Then he glanced at his gold watch. “I suppose. But I only have a few minutes. I like to be out on the water by 11:30.”

He shifted his attention back to the grey ocean.

Anna followed his gaze. “Are you looking for something out there?”

He shook his head. “There are divers out today hoping to find the murder weapon on the bottom of the ocean. I’m just curious if they’ll find it.”

“I see. We won’t take much of your time,” Anna said as they sat across from him.

“I’m Anna, by the way, and this is my friend Sonja.”

“Henrik,” he said. “But I guess you know that. How can I help you?”

“We were here yesterday having lunch when Bernard Davenport’s body was discovered. We heard that you were among those who found him.”

“That’s true. It’s all anyone is talking about today. To be honest, I’m surprised that the yacht club is even open. But I suppose life goes on.” He glanced at them. “I’ve never seen you. Are you new members?”

“We were here with a friend.” Anna continued quickly before Henrik had a chance to ask who they were with. “Did you know Bernard?”

“Everyone did. He was recently elected treasurer of the yacht club.”

“That’s interesting. Was he a popular treasurer?” Anna asked.

Henrik cracked a smiled. “Some think his tactics for getting elected weren’t, let’s just say, on the up and up. Nothing illegal, mind you. But he promised a lot of personal favors. That’s how he was.”

“Isn’t that frowned upon?” Sonja asked.

“Only if you’re caught,” Henrik said. “Bernard walked a fine line. Don’t get me wrong. He was a numbers guy, and he built a successful fast food chain from the ground up. He was qualified for the job. But his ideas weren’t necessarily in the best interest of the club. He always had to be the biggest and best, in business and in everything else. It was like an obsession with him.”

“Did he have any specific plans that were controversial?” Anna asked.

“Big time. He proposed a yacht club expansion that many of us thought would ruin the quality of the club, not to mention the view from several key spots.” He pointed to an area in the ocean set to the right of the deck and in front of the building. “The proposed expansion would jet out over the water, taking away part of the view from the deck and from the inside dining room. Not to mention what it would do to the annual dues. And for what? This is the best yacht club in the area, and part of its charm lies in its relatively small size.”

“It sounds like you weren’t a fan of the proposal,” Anna said.

He made a sweeping gesture toward the building and the expansive ocean views. “Why mess with perfection?” Then he studied Anna’s face. “I’m one of many who was opposed to the expansion. Is that what this is about? Are you accusing me of murder?”

“Not at all,” Sonja said. “We’re just trying to get a sense of what happened, that’s all.”

“Isn’t that the job of law enforcement?” Henrik asked. “Who are you again, anyway?”

They had no choice but to mention Ethan if they didn’t want to burn any bridges. “We’re just trying to learn all we can, because we’re concerned about our friend. He and Sonja go way back.”

“Oh, I see. I heard the police were rough on him yesterday. Ethan’s a good guy. I doubt he did it, although I wouldn’t blame him if he had wanted to. Bernie had a way of steamrolling people for personal gain. If I were to guess who, out of anyone in the club, would get himself murdered, Bernie would be my top guess.”

“But the killer would have to have been out on the water alone that day,” Anna said.

“I suppose that does narrow it down. All I know for sure is that I didn’t do it. I was just out enjoying the beautiful day. I was as shocked as everyone else when I heard the scream.”

“Did you see any boats close enough to The Bun Voyage to kill Bernard?” Sonja asked.

Henrik hesitated.

“We already know that Ethan stopped to talk with Bernard for a few minutes,” Anna said.

“I heard that, but I didn’t see it with my own eyes. Although I wasn’t paying close attention. I was moving in the opposite direction when I heard the scream.”

“Is it true that you and Bernard argued yesterday morning?” Anna asked.

He nodded. “We were discussing the expansion. But I didn’t kill him. The yacht club is important, but it’s not worth killing over.”

Anna studied him but couldn’t get a solid read. “If you had to take a guess, who do you think did it?”

He paused and squinted at a distant spot on the horizon. “If I were trying to find his killer, I’d be looking into Zoe Davenport.”

“Is that his wife?” Anna asked.

Henrik chuckled. “No. Zoe is his daughter. Her mother divorced Bernard years ago.”

“Does his ex-wife live in the area?” Sonja asked.

He shook his head. “She lives in California now.”

“Why do you think his daughter did it?” Anna asked.

“Everyone knows they had a rocky relationship. He used his money to manipulate her. After college, he bought her an oceanfront house, but he insisted she work for him. Apparently, he was threatening to take the house away, because she quit.”

“She didn’t want to work in the fast food business?”

“She wanted no part of it. I have the sense she didn’t want to work at all, but she enjoyed the lifestyle that The Burger Pit provided. She was pretty spoiled, and it looked like her gravy train was coming to an end.”

“Is she a member of the yacht club?” Anna asked.

“Her old man paid for a membership, but she never came.”

“Then she couldn’t have done it,” Sonja said.

“She certainly could have. She has her own little speed boat, which she parks at her private dock behind her house.”

“That must be some house,” Anna said. “I can see why she wouldn’t want to lose it. Did you see her yesterday?”

“I saw her in the area about an hour before her father was killed. She was hugging the coastline and traveling away from her father, but she easily could have doubled back in time to do it.”

“Is there anyone else you can think of?” Anna asked.

“I hate to go accusing people,” Henrik said. “But I suppose for Ethan’s sake, I’d look at Gary Wilson. He’s a boat mechanic who works on many of the boats here, including The Bun Voyage. One night after a few drinks, Gary told me how much he hated working for Bernie. He said he was demanding and unreasonable. As I said, he was that way with everyone, so it’s not surprising.

“Why did Gary continue to work for him, then?” Anna asked.

“Because Bernie could have ruined his reputation, and he would no longer get any work at the yacht club.”

“That doesn’t sound like a strong enough motive for murder,” Sonja said.

“Apparently, Bernie owed Gary a bunch of money and stiffed him. I think he was angry enough to do it.”

“Was Gary out on the water yesterday?”

“He was taking a customer’s boat for a test drive after doing some repairs around the time of the murder. By the time the body was found, he had already left, but he probably would have had time to do it and leave.”

Henrik once again glanced at his watch.

“We’ll let you go,” Anna said. “Thanks for taking the time to talk with us.”

The women went back inside and joined Ethan, who was sipping coffee on one of the armchairs. They sat on the chairs opposite him.

“We had to tell him that we were here with you, but it worked to our advantage,” Anna said. “Henrik doesn’t think you did it, and he gave us some good information.”

They recounted their conversation.

“Well, that’s encouraging,” Ethan said. “I feel like everyone thinks I’m guilty. I even got a few judgy stares while I was sitting here.”

“I’m sure people are aware that Bernard had a lot of enemies,” Anna said. “I doubt everyone thinks you did it.”

“I hope you’re right. Do you think Henrik could be the killer?”

“I’m not sure yet. He’s hard to read. But he was definitely not a fan of Bernard’s. We need to keep him on the list until we learn more. In the meantime, we should also add Zoe and Gary to our list. We’ll have to figure out a way to talk to them after we talk to Joan.”

“I hadn’t thought of Zoe. She’ll be the easiest to find out of everyone on our list. She’s always on her boat in the afternoons. I got to know her a little when her father was raking me over the coals. I ran into her at a pub one evening, and she was very sympathetic. Henrik is right. She had a lot of anger toward her father. Could you meet me here tomorrow afternoon? I have a tour in the morning, but I’m free after that. We could take my boat out and talk to her.”

“I can’t tomorrow, but how about Monday?” Anna asked, since she was visiting Bella the following day.

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll pick you both up at Sonja’s coffee shop at 1:00.”
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They left the yacht club and hopped back into Ethan’s Honda. After he dropped Anna and Sonja off on Main Street, Anna stopped into Cove Coffee to grab a caffeine boost in the form of a hazelnut coffee.

Sonja poured the coffee into a large to-go cup and added a little milk, which was just how Anna liked it. Then she handed her the beverage. “It’s on me.”

“Thanks,” she said, taking off the cover so it would cool. “How are you holding up? It must be tough watching your friend go through this.”

“In a way, I think it’s caused me to realize how strong my feelings for him are. I know I hadn’t seen him for a while, but the more I think about it, the more certain I am that he would never commit murder, no matter how angry he was with Bernard. In all the years that I’ve known him, I’ve never once seen him lose his temper.”

Anna hoped she was right, since Sonja seemed to be letting down her guard. “It’s possible that I’m just being an overprotective friend, but I still think it’s safer to wait before telling him how you feel.”

“I appreciate that you have my back. And I agree. Besides, it wouldn’t be good timing for Ethan, either. He’s obviously very stressed about being a suspect. I can’t thank you enough for all your help. We’re coming up on the busy season, and I know how hard it is to pull yourself away from the shop.”

“This is important,” Anna said, giving her friend a hug. “I have to be somewhere tomorrow, but I’ll see you on Monday for our conversation with Zoe.”

“Thanks for everything. See you then.”

Anna put the lid back on her coffee cup and returned to Bella’s Dream. Before hopping behind the counter, she sat at a table in the dining room and chatted with some of her regulars while she savored her coffee. Then she put on an apron and assisted Kathy, Trish, and Alex.

At 3:00, Joe Wiggins arrived for his daily two scoops. “Are you ready for tomorrow, kiddo?” he asked softly enough so he wouldn’t be overheard.

“I’m ready to bring my sister home,” Anna replied.

Last month, Anna, Joe, and Jeremy found Rebecca Crenshaw’s body buried in a wooded section of a park in Marblehead. They now believed that the body Bella saw being taken out to sea was that of Rebecca’s boyfriend, Benjamin, instead of Rebecca, as they previously believed.

Tomorrow was their first visit with Bella since they discovered Rebecca’s body, so the plan was to regroup and figure out what their next step should be.

Joe ordered two scoops of cookie dough ice cream. Trish rang up his order while Alex stuffed his cup with a bit more than two scoops.

“I ran into Jeremy this morning,” Joe said. “He said he’ll pick me up at 9:00 tomorrow morning, then we’ll come to your house.”

“That’s perfect. That should put us in Camden about 12:30. I can’t wait to give Bella this latest update.”

Several customers came in, so Anna left the counter to wipe down some tables in the dining room. Just as she was finishing, Sonja rushed in.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. “Ethan just called. Joan Campos, Bernard’s business partner, wants to meet with him. She didn’t say what she wanted to talk about, but he asked if we could be there. It would be the perfect opportunity to question her.”

“I suppose we shouldn’t kick a gift horse in the mouth,” Anna said, taking off her apron.

“I hoped you’d say that. She is going to meet Ethan at his apartment in a half hour. I was just on my way over.”

Anna informed her staff that she’d be stepping out, and within ten minutes, she and Sonja were sitting in the living room of his midrise apartment.

“Thanks for coming,” Ethan said. “I’m sorry for the last-minute notice, but Joan called out of the blue. She didn’t say what she wanted to talk about, but it must be connected to Bernard’s death.”

“Do you know her well?” Anna asked.

“Not really. She’s a member of the yacht club, so I see her from time to time. She doesn’t have a boat. She only joined for the social activities, so she’s not there all the time. She was aware of what Bernard did to me, and she once apologized for his behavior. I couldn’t figure out if she was just like him and being phony, or if she really did feel badly.”

Ethan’s intercom buzzed.

“She’s early,” he said.

He buzzed her in and waited at the door. A few minutes later, he led a woman with thick, dark shoulder-length hair and brown eyes into the living room. She stopped when she saw Anna and Sonja. “I didn’t realize you had company.”

“I probably should have mentioned that I wasn’t alone when we spoke on the phone,” Ethan said, trying to sound casual. “But Sonja and Anna are good friends. Anything you have to say to me you can say in front of them. In fact, the three of us were together on my boat just before Bernard’s body was discovered.”

“It seems like half of Seagull Cove was at the yacht club that day,” Joan said.

“We were very sorry to learn what happened to your business partner,” Anna said.

“Thank you. Bernard had his share of enemies, as Ethan knows, but he didn’t deserve what happened to him.” She turned her attention to Ethan. “I was very sorry to hear that the police gave you a hard time because of that issue the two of you had.”

“I have a feeling they suspect me of murder because of that—and because I stopped to talk to him for a few minutes shortly before he died.”

If Ethan was right and Joan was the one who told them that, she didn’t admit to it.

“I’m sure they’ll quickly get to the bottom of things, and your name will be cleared,” Joan said.

“The sooner, the better.”

“That’s actually why I’m here,” Joan said. “I didn’t have a great experience with the police when they questioned me, either. It’s no secret that they were harsh with you, too, and I was curious what they said.”

Ethan paused. Anna assumed he was considering how much to confide in her.

“They basically had a lot of questions around my loan contract with Bernard and about how things went down. They were trying to get me to admit that I was angry with him, which I was, but I would never kill anyone over that. What about you?”

“They peppered me with questions about our business. They found out that Bernard wanted to open three more restaurants over the next five years and that I was opposed to the plan. I thought it was too much growth, too fast, but you know Bernard.”

“He always wanted to be the biggest and the best,” Ethan said.

“It was no secret that our opposing visions for the restaurants put us at odds a lot lately.”

“So, I take it you don’t have an alibi, either,” Anna said.

“Unfortunately, I rented a little speedboat on Friday. A friend was supposed to join me, but she cancelled at the last minute. I decided to keep the rental reservation, anyway, and enjoy some alone time on the water. But I wasn’t close enough to The Bun Voyage to even talk to Bernie that afternoon. To make matters worse, we had an argument at the office that morning that several people overheard. He didn’t usually come in on Fridays, but he forgot his favorite sweater there the day before.”

“Was it unusual for you to argue?” Anna asked.

“Not really. We ran a company together. I’ll admit, he could be maddening, but I would never kill him. As difficult and demanding as he could be, it was part of what made him a good partner. I’ll always be grateful to him for the times he pushed me beyond my comfort zone.”

“Do you have any theories on who killed him?” Anna asked.

“He burnt a lot of people over the years,” Joan said. “It would be easier to tell you who didn’t have a motive to kill him.”

“The person would have to have been out on the water that day,” Anna reminded her.

“Still. That’s a lot of people. If I had to wager a guess, I would say Graham Matthews. Even though we had very different menus, The Saucy Slice was a big competitor.”

“So, you think Graham wanted to eliminate the competition?” Anna asked.

“No. Nothing like that. Graham hired a programmer to develop an app that would streamline take-out orders. It allowed people to order and pre-pay directly on the app, so they could quickly pick up their orders when they came into the restaurant.”

“I’ve heard of those,” Sonja said. “A lot of coffee shops have them. I’m planning to look into one for my own shop.”

“The app was initially developed specifically for The Saucy Slice, but Bernie somehow managed to steal the code. He probably paid someone within the company to swipe it. He never admitted it, even to me, but I believed Graham. As Bernard’s partner, I agreed to the app, but I wasn’t involved in the details of its development, and I had no idea Bernie stole it until after we launched it.”

“Couldn’t Graham just hire someone else to develop another app for him? I get it would have set him back a few months, but it doesn’t seem like it would be worth killing over.”

“He was in the process of doing that, since the developer had to refund his money. But he was still a few months away from having another version. The app worked like a charm for us. Take-out orders were up by twenty percent, and from what I heard, they were down for Graham. He was so angry with Bernie. I couldn’t blame him.”

“In that case, it does sound like a strong motive,” Anna said.

“What about his daughter, Zoe?” Ethan asked. “Henrik suggested that she could have done it.”

“I hate to agree, but that’s a strong possibility. If you ask me, she was nothing but a freeloader. I don’t blame Bernie for insisting that she work if he was going to support her. I told him not to buy her that house. He thought it would motivate her, but it had the opposite effect. Although I’m not sure she’s ambitious enough to pull off a murder.”

Sonja chuckled. “I’ve never heard a murderer being called ambitious before.”

“What about Henrik Schultz?” Anna asked. “Do you think he could have done it?”

“He crossed my mind. He and Bernie had their problems, and he was vehemently against Bernie’s proposed expansion to the yacht club. I’d say it’s possible.”

“And what about Gary Wilson, the boat mechanic?” Ethan asked.

“I heard Bernie owed him some money, but I don’t really know Gary, so I couldn’t say.” Joan flashed Ethan a charming smile. “I was thinking, since we’re both on the police’s short list of suspects, let’s keep in touch. At the very least we can provide each other some moral support.”

Ethan agreed and Joan left.

“I’m glad you agreed to stay in touch with her,” Anna said. “That way you’ll have an excuse to call if we need to talk to her again,” Anna said.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

“It looks like we just added another suspect to our ever-growing list,” Sonja said.

“I’m looking forward to talking with Zoe on Monday,” Anna said.

The women needed to get back to work, so Ethan accompanied them to the door. “Same. I’ll see you then.”
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“I’m getting frustrated,” Sonja said as they drove back to Main Street after leaving Ethan’s apartment. “Every time we talk to someone, we add more suspects to the list. How are we ever going to narrow it down?”

“It does seem to be an ever-growing list,” Anna said. “We have Joan Campos, Henrik Shultz, Zoe Davenport, Gary Wilson, and now Graham Matthews.” She also mentally added Ethan to the list, but decided not to say that aloud. “We’ll take it one step at a time and talk to everyone. Maybe some of them will have an alibi and we can cross them off the list.”

“Who do you think is our strongest suspect?” Sonja asked.

“Ask me again after we talk to everyone. So far, we’ve only spoken to Joan and Henrik. Either of them could have done it. We’ll regroup on Monday after we talk to Zoe to figure out a plan of action. We’ll need to find a way to interview Gary and Graham, then we can see who remains on the list. For now, I have to focus on my meeting tomorrow.”

Anna regretted saying that as soon as the words left her mouth. She hoped that Sonja wouldn’t ask any questions. But no such luck.

“What kind of meeting do you have on a Sunday?”

She paused longer than she wanted to while she thought up an excuse. “Oh, I have to go to New Hampshire tomorrow to help my parents with something.”

Sonja looked skeptically at Anna, but fortunately she let it go.

“I’ll see you on Monday, then,” Sonja said as Anna got out of the car in front of Bella’s Dream.

She went into her office to heat up some leftovers that she had brought for dinner, then assisted her employees for the rest of the evening. It was nice to see the store bustling with customers again.

About 8:00, foot traffic slowed down. Anna fed Casper and chuckled as she remembered seeing him at the yacht club. “How many snacks do you get each day, big guy? And yet you’re not fat. You certainly are a mysterious fellow.”

When Casper finished eating, Anna left the shop in her employees’ capable hands and headed home.

Despite the warm day, the temperature dropped as soon as the sun went down. So she put on a hunter green fleece before walking home. The setting sun had turned the sky orange, which put her in a mellow mood. When she got home, she watered her English garden, which her neighbor Wanda had helped her plant last year, then went inside to watch a rom-com before going to bed.

On Sunday, she got up early and went to the 7:00 AM Mass, then returned home to have a hearty breakfast while she waited for Jeremy to pick her up.

He was right on time. She hopped into the back seat, since Joe was sitting up front. Jeremy forced a half smile as he handed her a coffee. The dark circles under his eyes seemed thicker since she saw him on Friday at the yacht club.

“You still look exhausted,” Anna said. “Why don’t you let me drive?”

Jeremy hesitated.

“Anna’s right,” Joe said. “Considering what you’re going through, it’s not a bad idea.”

“What’s going on?” Anna asked. “Does this have something to do with Bernard Davenport’s murder?”

Jeremy shook his head. “Nothing like that. I’ll explain on the way, but I think I’ll take you up on your offer.”

Anna got her car, which was parked in her detached garage. She backed onto the street, and Jeremy pulled into the driveway. Then they all got into Anna’s car. Joe took the back seat, claiming that being up front would help Jeremy stay awake.

“You two are making me nervous. Is everything okay?” Anna asked once they were on their way.

Jeremy leaned his head against the headrest. “It’s been a rough week. My friend, Seth, was in a car accident ten days ago, and he’s been in a coma ever since. It’s not looking good.”

“I’m so sorry, Jeremy,” Anna said. “Why didn’t you tell me? You don’t have to come today. Joe and I can handle this.”

“To be honest, I could use a diversion. I’ve been spending hours every day at Mass General with Seth’s wife, parents, and sister. I needed to get away. Besides, another friend flew in last night, and he’ll be there all day.”

Anna looked into the back seat at Joe, who shrugged. “He’s a big boy. If he says he’s fine, then he’s fine.”

“I promise. I would stay home if I needed to,” Jeremy said. “This is where I want to be.”

They stopped on the way up for a sandwich and to get Jeremy another coffee, which put their arrival at Camden Manor a little before 1:00.

They signed in and went straight to the sunroom, where Bella was sitting with Mrs. Peterson. Bella looked up anxiously when they arrived, and she seemed fidgety during their visit, but Anna didn’t want to ask any questions in front of Mrs. Peterson. A half hour later, Anna, Joe, Jeremy, and Bella found a bench outside where they could talk.

“I read the article about Rebecca Crenshaw in the Seagull Cove Chronicle,” Bella blurted before anyone could say a word. “It said that her body was found in a park in Marblehead.” Bella received the newspaper online, which was how they had found her home address back in February. “I’m guessing the three of you were behind that. I’ve been dying for the details for weeks.”

They filled Bella in on the entire story of how their search sent them to the park where Rebecca’s body had been buried.

“Thanks to my trusty metal detector, we were able to find the body,” Joe said.

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “He’s not going to let us forget that.”

“We had a nice visit with the Crenshaws afterwards. They were grateful to finally have some closure. But we promised them we would find out who did this to Rebecca.”

“You didn’t mention anything to the police or the Crenshaws about what I saw, did you?” Bella asked.

“Of course not,” Anna said. “As far as anyone knows, Jeremy began looking into some old articles in the Chronicle, and we were all curious about what happened.”

“Anna has helped solved so many murders in Seagull Cove at this point that nobody was surprised that I turned to her for help. And with Joe being a retired P.I., it makes sense that the three of us would have teamed up to solve a cold case,” Jeremy said.

“Even though what you saw could potentially help the police find Rebecca’s killer, we didn’t breathe a word to anyone,” Joe added.

“Thank you,” Bella said, exhaling in relief. “I’ve been worried about that since I saw the article. Do you think it’s safe to assume that the body I saw was Benjamin’s, then?”

“We’ve discussed that at length,” Jeremy said. “Benjamin disappeared the same weekend as Rebecca. And we know that there were two bodies. The only other possibility is that Benjamin killed Rebecca and skipped town. But nobody knew who he was, anyway, so he probably would have just gone back to his life in Rhode Island. And we know he didn’t do that, because we spoke with two of his close friends, Brandon and Cody. Besides, who else could the second body have been?”

“What if Benjamin’s business partner found out that Benjamin killed Rebecca, and Benjamin killed him, too?” Bella asked.

“That’s not possible, because we showed you Benjamin’s picture and you said that he wasn’t the man who stalked you,” Anna said. “Benjamin couldn’t be the killer. He must be the second victim.”

“And nobody else went missing at that time, anyway,” Joe said. “We know we have two victims, and Rebecca and Benjamin are the only ones who were reported missing.”

“Good point,” Bella said. “I guess it’s pretty safe to assume that it was Benjamin’s body I saw being dumped and that the killer is likely his business partner.”

“It has to be,” Anna said. “The business partner never reported Benjamin missing or reached out to the Crenshaws. If the killer was somebody besides Ben’s business partner, the partner would have stepped forward. And we know it’s not Ben because of the photo.”

“What if Benjamin’s partner didn’t do it but was afraid to step forward?” Bella asked. “If he knew who killed Ben and Rebecca but was afraid for his own life, that could explain why he disappeared. The man who terrorized me was, well, terrifying. He could have done the same to Benjamin’s business partner. If that were the case, I can certainly understand why he would have been afraid to come forward.”

“I suppose that’s always possible,” Joe said. “But it seems less likely. Either way, I think our next step should be to try to locate the business partner. We have an advantage that the police don’t have: you, Bella. Once we know who the partner is, we can snap a picture to show you, and you can tell us if he’s the one who stalked you. If he’s not, and he’s just afraid of the real killer, we’ll at least be able to confront him and try to convince him to reveal the killer’s identity. Then we’d just have to prove it, and you can come home.”

“I’d already feel safer just knowing who he is,” Bella said.

Anna’s heart skipped a beat. “You mean you’d come home if we knew who he was? We wouldn’t actually have to prove it?”

“I’d consider it,” Bella said. “As long as I knew we could be protected from him.”

“If I have to spend all my life savings to hire protection, I’d do it in a heartbeat,” Anna said. “So would Mom and Dad.”

“Since our next step is to find Benjamin’s business partner, we just need a plan,” Joe said.

“We already asked Cody and Brandon about him,” Jeremy said. “They knew Benjamin was working on a project with an old friend somewhere in Massachusetts, but they had no idea who he was.”

“Neither do the Crenshaws or Harper,” Anna said.

“Benjamin was an attorney,” Joe pointed out. “That doesn’t give us much of a clue as to what kind of project they were working on. Any number of business projects could require an attorney.”

The foursome sat in silence as they tried to think of a solution.

“I don’t think we’re going to figure it out right now,” Joe said. “We need to give it some more thought. I have an idea. Instead of waiting until next month to meet again, let’s meet next Sunday. That will give us all a chance to brainstorm some ideas.”

Everyone agreed. So, after visiting with Bella for a little while longer, they headed back to Seagull Cove.
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By the time they returned to Seagull Cove, it was nearly 7:00, and Anna was bone tired. She checked in with her employees, gave Casper his nightly snack, and headed home to drop into bed. By 9:00 she was fast asleep.

She woke up early and refreshed on Monday morning. Since Bella’s Dream didn’t open until 11:00, she took a stroll along the cove after breakfast. It felt nice to move her body after more than six hours in the car the day before. The temperature was in the low seventies and the sun was strong, but she still wore a light sweatshirt because of the cool breeze blowing off the Atlantic Ocean.

When she arrived at the cove, she hopped over the cement retaining wall and found a sunny spot in the sand. She turned her face toward the sun for a few minutes, then she people-watched. It was still early in the season for families to be vacationing, since school was still in session, but there were some retired members of the community walking the beach.

Anna’s mind drifted to Bernard’s murder and their planned conversation with Zoe that afternoon. She hoped they could narrow down the list of suspects. So far, they hadn’t been able to rule anyone out, which added another dimension of difficulty to the case. In most of her other cases, she had been able to rule out a couple of suspects right off the bat.

Then she thought of Bella. They had come so far in their quest to bring her home. Now everything was riding on their ability to find Benjamin’s business partner. But how were they going to find him?

Despite her peaceful surroundings, anxiety and overwhelm overtook her, so she thought of one of the few people she could confide in: Connie. She found herself pulling her phone from her pocket and calling her cousin.

“Hi, Anna.” Connie’s warm voice melted the eighteen hundred miles between them.

“Hi, Connie. How are you doing?”

“I’m well. I’m walking Ginger on the beach.” Ginger was Connie’s Cavalier King Charles Spaniel whom she inherited, along with her aunt’s beachfront condo in southwest Florida. “It’s so hot here that I decided to walk the beach so I could keep my feet in the water.”

“Give Ginger a hug for me,” Anna said, smiling as she pictured the sweet spaniel trotting along the white silky sand.

“I was going to call you soon for an update on Bella. It’s been a few weeks, and the last time we talked, you had spoken to Grayson and were bummed out because he was moving on. You told Bella, but she still wouldn’t let you tell Grayson she was alive.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m trying to forget that Grayson is moving on. I had really hoped that Bella would let me confide in him.” Grayson had been Bella’s long-time boyfriend who was about to propose when Bella disappeared. It took him years to move on, and he finally met Kristi. Bella refused to let Anna tell him she was still alive, because she was afraid that seeing her would compromise his safety. Anna thought that should be Grayson’s decision, but she had no choice but to honor her sister’s wishes. The last thing she wanted was for Bella to take off again.

“You had also spoken with Brandon and Cody and you believed it was very possible that their friend Ben was the same Benjamin that Rebecca had been dating.”

“Yes. We’ve made a lot more progress on the case since then. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to update you. We found Rebecca Crenshaw’s body.”

“Anna, that’s huge! But wait. How did you find her body if Bella saw it being taken out to sea? Did her bones drift ashore?”

“No, nothing like that. We found her body buried in a park in Marblehead,” Anna said. She told Connie the story as succinctly as she could manage.

“So, it wasn’t Rebecca’s body that Bella saw? Don’t tell me you’re back at square one.”

“Definitely not. We think that the body that Bella saw was her boyfriend, Benjamin’s. We believe someone killed them both, then buried Rebecca in the park and disposed of Benjamin’s body at sea.”

“That would explain why Benjamin never reached out to the Crenshaw family after Rebecca’s death. I must admit, as tragic as it is that two people were killed, I’m happy to learn that her boyfriend wasn’t the killer,” Connie said.

“I suppose if there’s a silver lining, that’s it,” Anna said.

“Do the police know that it was a double murder?”

“Bella won’t let us tell them what she saw, so as far as the police and the Crenshaws are concerned, Rebecca was the only victim. As far as they know, Benjamin is still a suspect. There’s no way we could tell the police what Bella saw without revealing that she’s still alive, and she won’t let us do that. If the police opened the case again, the killer might figure out that Bella is still alive. He would know that someone told the police about the second body, and Bella is the only one who knows about it.”

“Talk about a rock and a hard place,” Connie said. “For both you and Bella. But I have every confidence in you, Joe, and Jeremy. What’s your next move now that you know there were two victims?”

“We think the killer has to be Benjamin’s business partner. Benjamin always stayed with him when he came to the area. We know he lives somewhere on the North Shore and that he was with Benjamin when he and Rebecca met. But, like Benjamin, he never reached out to the family after Rebecca’s death. After Benjamin and Rebecca died, he seems to have disappeared. So, either he is the killer, or he knows who the killer is, and, like Bella, he is too afraid to come forward.”

“Either way, you need to find him.”

“Exactly. Then we can show his picture to Bella, and she can tell us if it’s the same guy she saw disposing of Benjamin’s body.”

“Joe’s a retired P.I.,” Connie said. “I’m sure he can manage to get a photo of him without being seen.”

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking. If it turns out he’s not the killer, we can approach him and try to get him to reveal what he knows. The only problem is, we have no idea who he is. Joe, Jeremy, and I all went to Maine yesterday, and we decided we should take a week to come up with a plan to find him. We’re going back to Camden on Sunday to solidify our next steps. We need to find this guy ASAP, Connie.”

“You’re so close. I can feel it. I’ll think about it, too. And so will Zach.” Connie’s husband was a detective in Sapphire Beach.

“Thank you. And please thank Zach. If you have any ideas, let me know right away. I’ve got so many details swirling around in my head that it’s a jumbled mess in there. Not to mention a recent murder in Seagull Cove.”

“Another one?”

“Yes, but it’s not worth getting into.”

Connie was silent for a moment. “Anna, I just had a thought. Didn’t you say that Rebecca and Benjamin met in a pub and that Benjamin’s partner was with him at the time?”

“That’s right. Benjamin and his partner were having dinner, and Rebecca was there eating alone at the bar. Benjamin and Rebecca struck up a conversation, and the rest is history, as they say.”

“Who told you how they met?” Connie asked.

“Rebecca’s friend Harper told us the story. I guess Rebecca told her. Wait a minute,” Anna said. “Maybe Harper knows the name of the pub where they met.”

“Bingo,” Connie said. “If you go back to the pub and talk to the staff, maybe they would remember who Benjamin’s partner was.”

“That’s a great idea! It was six years ago, but you never know.”

“Rebecca’s case got a lot of press. I’m sure if she was a regular, someone would remember her. With a little luck, they just might remember who the partner was, too.”

“That’s genius. We don’t know what the partner looks like, but I have some photos of Benjamin on my phone, which were taken shortly before he died. Maybe someone would recognize Benjamin and know who his partner is. We can even try it before our next visit with Bella.”

“It can’t hurt,” Connie said. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll find him before you see Bella on Sunday.”

“Fingers crossed. I’ll keep you posted.”
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As soon as she hung up with Connie, Anna called Jeremy to ask if he could reach out to Harper to see if she knew the name of the pub where Rebecca and Benjamin met. He didn’t pick up, so she left a message asking him to call her back.

Then she walked home and spent some time weeding and watering her garden before changing and heading to Bella’s Dream. She was a little early, so she went over to Cove Coffee for a caffeine boost before work.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Sonja said. “Ethan just texted to confirm our plans to talk to Zoe this afternoon.”

“It still works for me. I think I’ll stop back at my cottage to change first, since we’ll be taking his boat.”

“Even if we aren’t successful, it’s still a beautiful day to be on a boat,” Sonja said. “Ethan is picking me up here at 1:00. We can swing by your house to get you after that.”

“Perfect. I’ll see you then.”

Anna took her coffee to go and sat at one of the bistro tables in front of the counter in her ice cream shop. She had a prime view of Main Street through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The weather seemed to have drawn everyone outside.

It turned out that Jeremy was among them. He was making his way down Main Street, walking next to someone Anna couldn’t make out. When they got closer, she realized it was Mallory, his ex-girlfriend who very obviously wanted to rekindle their flame. She had her arm looped through his. Anna couldn’t tell whether Jeremy was happy about that or not. He looked agitated, but with everything he was going through, something else could have been causing his uneasiness.

When Jeremy noticed Anna sitting in the window, he came into the shop.

“You remember Mallory,” Jeremy said.

“Of course. How are you?”

“We’re okay, all things considered. We decided to get some fresh air before heading to the hospital.”

“Were you friends with Seth, too?” Anna asked.

“Jeremy and I did date for over a year, so yes, I knew him. Of course, I wasn’t as close to him as Jeremy was.”

Anna wanted to ask Jeremy if he had seen her text, but she didn’t want to mention it in front of Mallory. Luckily, Jeremy perceived this. “Mallory, I have to talk with Anna in private about something work-related,” he said.

Anna stood up more quickly than she intended. “We can talk in my office.”

Jeremy followed her out back.

“I won’t keep you long. I’m sure you want to get to the hospital. But I spoke with my cousin, Connie, this morning and she had a great idea. She suggested we ask Harper if she knew the name of the pub where Rebecca and Benjamin met. Since we have a picture of Benjamin, with a little luck, someone might remember who his business partner was.”

“It’s worth a try,” Jeremy said. “If Benjamin and his partner frequented the pub, someone on staff may have worked there six years ago and may know who he is.”

“That’s what I’m hoping.”

“I’ll call Harper and see if she knows the name of the restaurant.”

Anna hesitated.

“Don’t worry. I won’t do it in front of Mallory.”

“Thanks, Jeremy. She probably would just think it was a work case, but I’d rather be overly cautious.”

He reassured her with a wink. “I don’t blame you.”

When they returned to the dining room, Jeremy and Mallory left.

Shortly after, Velma, Alex, and Trish arrived for their shift. They were eager for an update on Bernard’s case, so Anna caught them up while they waited for customers to arrive.

An hour later, they got a mini rush. Among the customers were Babs and Lizzie from the yacht club.

“Hello, ladies,” Anna said.

“Hi, there, Anna. After meeting you on Friday, Lizzie wanted to visit your ice cream shop.” Babs glanced around the store. “You know, she still insists that jimmies are called sprinkles,” she whispered.

Anna chuckled. “To each her own, I guess.”

“Nonsense. My friend is going to be the laughingstock of Seagull Cove if she doesn’t concede.” Babs proceeded to poll a few customers, and they unanimously agreed that chocolate sprinkles are called jimmies. “I don’t know what else I have to do to convince you,” Babs said.

“Everyone in here is probably from Massachusetts. Of course they’ll take your side.”

“That’s my point exactly,” Babs said. “If you say sprinkles around here, you’re liable to get those multi-colored things on your ice cream.”

“Not if I put the word chocolate in front of it. Babs forgets that I’m just as stubborn as she is. No matter how many people she polls, and believe me, this isn’t the first poll she’s conducted in the past few days, I’m not calling them jimmies. That’s a ridiculous name, anyway. It sounds like I’m asking for a bunch of little boys on my cone. Let’s just get our ice cream.”

Babs shook her head. “I’ll have a chocolate cone with extra jimmies.”

“And I’ll have mint chocolate chip in a cup with extra chocolate sprinkles.”

Velma rang up their orders. Alex got Babs’s cone, while Trish got Lizzie’s ice cream.

Alex winked at Babs when he handed her the cone. “You hang in there, ma’am. When you’re right, you’re right.”

Babs laughed heartily. “It’s refreshing to meet such a sensible young man.”

After Babs and Lizzie left, foot traffic died down, so Anna left early to wait for Sonja and Ethan.

She changed into a comfortable sundress, grabbed a sweater in case it got cold, and waited on the front porch. She inhaled the pleasant fragrances from her garden and tried to let its beauty relax her. Just before 1:00, they arrived.

Anna hopped into Ethan’s black Honda, and within a half hour, they were relaxing on the cushioned seats of Ethan’s boat.

“Look at how many people are out here on a Monday afternoon,” Sonja said to Anna. “We need to think about expanding our businesses so we can live the high life.”

Ethan gave Sonja a driving lesson as they headed out. His hand brushed against hers, and Sonja’s cheeks grew pink. Anna said a prayer that Ethan wasn’t the killer.

They drove past the small cove where Bernard’s body had been found. Ethan pointed to a spot in the distance. “Zoe’s house is down there. I think I see her boat.”

He took his time getting there, and Anna couldn’t help but wonder if he was prolonging his time with Sonja. After twenty minutes, they approached the small speedboat. A young woman with dark hair that fell just beyond her shoulders was sunbathing on the bow of the relatively tiny boat. She sat up as they pulled closer.

Ethan gave her a friendly wave. “Hi, Zoe.”

“Hey, Ethan.”

“It’s a beautiful day to be out here,” he said.

Zoe nodded. “I live for summertime.”

“I wanted to offer you my condolences,” Ethan said. “Your father and I didn’t have the best relationship, but I’m very sorry about what happened to him.”

“My father didn’t have a great relationship with a lot of people, but thanks,” Zoe said. Her gaze went to Anna. “You look familiar. Don’t you work at an ice cream shop?”

“Yes. I own Bella’s Dream on Main Street.”

“Right. I’ve been there a few times.”

Zoe didn’t look familiar, but Anna wasn’t always in the shop, and sometimes it was so crowded that it was hard to remember faces.

“Don’t worry, Ethan,” Zoe said. “I don’t think you killed my father.” There wasn’t a lot of emotion in her voice. And now that Anna thought about it, it was a little strange that she would be out on her boat enjoying the beautiful day, looking as if she didn’t have a care in the world, just days after her father’s tragic death.

“You mentioned that your father had a lot of enemies,” Anna said. “If you don’t think Ethan did it, does that mean you have a theory about who did?”

“Oh, I have a theory. Nothing I can prove, though. And it’s hard to say for sure. My father had a lot of enemies through business. Ethan knows firsthand how he conducted his affairs. There are a lot of people who have benefited from his death.”

“But the killer would need to have been boating in the area on Friday,” Anna said.

“True. I’m sure the police will sort it out soon enough.”

Sonja gave Zoe an annoyed look. “Your father must have had a good side. It seems he was very generous toward you.”

“Oh, you mean the house and the boat that he bought me? He usually had an ulterior motive when he did something kind. He was trying to bribe me to come to work for him.”

“I take it you didn’t have much interest in his business,” Ethan said.

“No way. I had enough of The Burger Pit when I was a teenager. I spent enough evenings and weekends in a greasy kitchen to last a lifetime. It would only have been a matter of time until he took it all back, anyway. The house wasn’t in my name. He kept it in his.”

Anna looked at Zoe, who seemed to realize she just admitted her motive.

“But if you’re thinking I killed him, you can forget that idea. The police already made the same insinuation. I was on my boat when he died, but I wasn’t anywhere near his cove. In fact, I usually take my boat in the opposite direction as my father, which is what I did that day. I saw that he was out, and I went that way,” she said, pointing away from the little cove.

Anna studied Zoe. She couldn’t decide if Zoe was trying to avoid dealing with her grief by pretending she didn’t care, or if she truly was that heartless. “Did you notice anyone else near your father’s boat?”

“Besides Ethan, just Joan Campos. We passed each other on the water. She doesn’t own a boat, but she said she rented one that day. If you’re trying to clear Ethan’s name, I’d start with her. She would like nothing more than to have my father out of the picture so she could take the restaurants in the direction she wants. She probably figured I’d sell her my father’s half, and she could do whatever she pleased.”

“Are you going to sell it to her?” Anna asked.

“Eventually. But I think I’ll make her sweat it out first. Don’t tell her I said this, but I actually like the direction she wants to go with the restaurants. My father wanted to expand, but she wants to improve the quality of the restaurants they already own. She thought some healthier options would bring in more customers, but my father wanted to keep it a traditional fast food place. He thought that was where the money was.”

“Do you think Joan did it?” Ethan asked.

“I think there’s a good chance.” She slipped her beach cover up on. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve had enough sun for one day, and all this talk of murder is depressing me.”

“I’ll see you later, Zoe,” Ethan said as she drove away.

“That was a disturbing conversation,” Sonja said.

Ethan nodded. “I agree. I knew she was cold toward her old man, but he just died, after all. I’m not convinced she’s guilty, though. I feel like she’d be trying to do a better job of hiding her motive if she were.”

“She could have been putting on a tough facade,” Anna said. “Maybe under that rough exterior she really is grieving.”

“Do you think that might be it?” Sonja asked.

“I’m not sure. She’s masking something under that flippant attitude. I just don’t know if it’s grief or guilt.”

“She certainly did point the finger at Joan,” Ethan said. “I can’t imagine being partners with that guy. I’m sure her life is a lot easier now that he’s out of the picture. So far, I think that Joan and Zoe have the strongest motives.”

“I agree,” Anna said. “But we can’t rule out Henrik Shultz. And we still need to talk to Gary and Graham.”

“I saw Gary doing some repairs on a boat in one of the slips earlier. Maybe we can catch him today,” Ethan said.

Ethan drove back slowly to give the women some extra time to enjoy the sunshine. When they got back, Gary was sitting on one of the docks drinking an iced coffee.
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“Hey there, Gary,” Ethan said to a man with a receding hairline and a short brown beard who appeared to be in his early forties.

Gary took a long sip of his iced coffee. “Hi, Ethan. Don’t tell me you’re having a problem with your boat,” he said when they stopped and sat on the dock.

“Thank goodness, no. These are my friends Sonja and Anna.”

Gary gave them a curt wave. “Ladies.”

“We just took my boat for a spin, and we saw Zoe out there,” Ethan said.

“She doesn’t seem too concerned about the fact that her father was killed on Friday,” Gary commented.

“We noticed the same thing,” Anna said.

“I suppose I can’t blame her too much. He had to have been one of the most controlling guys I ever met. I can’t imagine being his kid.”

“What do you mean by controlling?” Ethan asked.

“Everyone knows that he bought her a house with loads of strings attached. She couldn’t break free from the guy. If it were me, I wouldn’t have accepted the house. But then again, I didn’t grow up with a silver spoon in my mouth, so I wouldn’t miss it. It would be hard to grow up rich and then walk away from it all. And from what I hear, she’s not exactly the hardworking type, so she isn’t likely going to make her own fortune.”

“Do you think she did it?” Ethan asked.

“It wouldn’t surprise me. But then again, it could have been a lot of people. I’m sure you and I are both suspects, too.”

“I understand you were test driving a client’s boat on Friday around the time of the murder.”

“Yeah. I was testing out a boat after doing a few repairs. I took it to open waters, where I could pick up some speed for a few minutes. Then I came back to the yacht club. Talk about bad timing. If I had done it an hour before, I wouldn’t have had the police knocking on my door.”

“Did you notice anything unusual while you were out there?”

“The police asked me the same question. I didn’t see anything strange at all. Bernard was still alive when I brought my client’s boat back to its slip. He was heading toward the cove where he was killed, but he was alive and well as I was heading back.”

Anna wasn’t sure if she believed him.

“Did you notice anyone else sailing toward him?”

“A bunch of boats were going up and down the coastline, so it’s hard to say.”

“What about Zoe’s boat? Did you see it in the general vicinity?”

“I didn’t. But I wasn’t looking for it, either. She could have been there. Her boat is so small compared to many others, so I may not have noticed her even if she was there. Others have said that she was out on the water that day.”

“You must see a lot, where you spend so much time working on the boats down here. If you had to guess, who would you say did it?” Anna asked.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they never figure it out. If this had happened next month, there definitely would have been more witnesses. There aren’t quite as many people out this time of year.”

They started to get up when Gary said, “But then again…”

“What is it?” Ethan asked.

“There is this one woman. I don’t know her name or who she is, but I saw her hanging around the docks a couple of times. I can’t give you a description, because she was wearing sunglasses and a large straw hat, and I only saw her from a distance. One afternoon, I saw her looking into some of the boats with binoculars. I later found out that she had been asking around about Bernard.”

“That’s odd,” Ethan said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her. You have no idea who she was?”

“None. I almost forgot about her, except the police asked me yesterday if I had ever seen her.”

They thanked Gary for his time and headed toward the yacht club building.

“What do you think?” Ethan asked once they were out of earshot.

“He claimed that Bernard was alive when he brought his client’s boat back, but if he’s the killer, that’s exactly what I’d expect him to say,” Anna said.

“So far, we’ve talked to four people, and we haven’t ruled any of them out,” Sonja said.

Ethan frowned. “And we still haven’t talked to Graham.”

“Not to mention this mysterious woman who was asking around about Bernard,” Anna said.

Ethan appeared to be searching his mind. “I wish I knew who she was. We definitely need to learn more about her.”

“Agreed. A woman is seen lurking around the yacht club shortly before Bernard is murdered and nobody knows who she is. That’s odd,” Anna said.

“I’ll ask around and see what I can learn,” Ethan said. “I’ll also try to figure out a way we can talk to Graham Matthews. If Joan is telling the truth and Bernard stole Graham’s app, he has a strong motive.”

Ethan dropped Anna and Sonja off on Main Street, and they both returned to their respective businesses.

Anna went inside and greeted Joe Wiggins, who was sitting at the counter finishing up his ice cream. She grabbed a rag to wipe down some tables. When she came back to the counter, Joe was leaving, so she followed him outside. She recounted her conversation with Connie and how Jeremy was going to call Harper to see if she knew the name of the pub where Rebecca and Benjamin met. “Jeremy is going to get back to me after he talks to Harper. He and Mallory were on their way to the hospital.”

Joe frowned. “Poor Jeremy. Seth’s accident is hitting him hard.”

“I know. I wish there was something we could do to help him.”

“Let me know when you hear back. We could always go without him if Jeremy is busy with his friend.”

“I’ll be sure to mention that when I talk to him. I don’t want him to feel obligated to help with Bella right now. He’s already done so much for us. His focus should be on Seth and his family.”

Shortly after Anna went back inside, there was another rush of customers. Just before closing time, Jeremy and Mallory walked in.

“I didn’t expect to see you two today,” Anna said. “How did it go at the hospital?”

“It’s not good.” Jeremy’s voice cracked. “He seems to get weaker every day.”

“I’m sorry,” Anna said, giving Jeremy’s shoulder a squeeze.

Mallory’s shoulders stiffened. She put her arm around Jeremy as soon as Anna removed her hand.

The door opened, and Todd entered the shop. His timing was perfect to relieve the tension.

“Hi, Todd,” Anna said, more enthusiastically than she meant to.

He glanced at Jeremy, then flashed her a friendly smile. “Hi, Anna. I just finished taking a client to dinner, so I thought I’d come in for an ice cream. I’ll be right back to say hello.”

This time it was Jeremy’s shoulders that tightened.

Todd went to the counter and ordered a cup of rocky road.

“I have some news about the matter we were discussing earlier,” Jeremy said. “Do you have a minute?”

“Of course,” Anna said, leading him back into her office.

“Harper told me that Rebecca and Benjamin met at a pub in Gloucester called Dockside Pub.”

“That’s fantastic news,” Anna said. “Thanks so much for making the call. Why don’t Joe and I go alone to check it out? You have a lot going on.”

Jeremy hesitated. “That might not be a bad idea. I’ll tell you what. Text me when you are planning to go, and I’ll let you know if I can come.”

“Will do,” Anna agreed. “But please don’t feel obligated. It’s important that you’re there for your friends. These are times you can’t get back. You’d regret it if you didn’t spend as much time with them as you possibly could.”

He gave her a tired smile. “You’re right. But keep me in the loop. I might be looking for something to take my mind off Seth.”

“I promise,” Anna said. “Have you been following Bernard’s case?”

“Not really. My editor and another colleague are handling things in the newsroom. They have been very kind during this whole ordeal.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

They went back out front, and Todd and Mallory had moved to a table in the dining room.

Todd smiled broadly when Anna and Jeremy returned. “Mallory tells me that the two of you have gotten back together. I’m so happy for you.”

Kathy was taking a break and sitting at a nearby table with a smirk.

“Well, we’ve been spending time together because a mutual friend is sick,” Jeremy said.

Mallory didn’t seem happy with his answer.

“I think it’s nice when old flames reunite.” Todd smiled at Anna once again. “Although sometimes it’s nice to meet someone new, too.”

Anna’s cheeks grew warm, even though Todd was ribbing Jeremy and not her.

“And sometimes the timing isn’t right for a relationship with anyone,” Anna said. “Especially when you have a lot on your plate.” Anna had been referring to her own situation, but Mallory chimed in with her own perspective.

“Sometimes a tragedy can bring you closer together,” Mallory said, leaning against Jeremy’s shoulder. Anna realized that Mallory apparently misinterpreted her and thought she was talking about her and Jeremy’s situation.

Todd was thoroughly enjoying himself.

“I’d better get going,” Jeremy said, looking too tired to deal with any of this. “It’s been a long day.”

A few seconds later, Jeremy and Mallory were out the door.

Anna spent a few minutes chatting with Todd while he finished his ice cream. She couldn’t help but notice Jeremy turn and glance inside as he and Mallory walked up Main Street.

“We should do something again soon,” Todd said. “I miss our adventures.”

Anna laughed. “You mean solving crimes together?”

“It was just that one murder. But no, I was thinking something a little safer, such as having dinner.” He reached across the table, took her hand, and looked directly at her. “Don’t worry. I know you’re not interested in a relationship right now. I got that loud and clear. I just miss spending time with you.”

She loved that she always knew where she stood with him. “That would be lovely.”

As soon as Todd left, Anna called Joe to tell him that she knew the name of the pub. “I told Jeremy that we could go alone so he could focus on Seth, but that I’d keep him posted on our plans in case he wanted to come. Are you free tomorrow evening? We could have dinner there. It’s on me for all the help you’re giving me.”

“I can’t refuse an offer like that. I’ll meet you in your shop at 5:00.”

“Perfect. See you then.”
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After talking to Joe, Anna chatted with her staff for a while, fed Casper, and went home early. When she awoke the next morning, she had a text from Sonja.

Ethan arranged a conversation with Graham at one of his pizza parlors at 2:00 today. He wants to know if we can go with him.

Sure, Anna replied. I’m free.

Great. I have the address. I’ll meet you at Bella’s Dream at 1:45 and we can drive over together.

See you then.

Anna took her car to work so she would have it for her dinner later with Joe. She parked in the alley out back, then opened the shop with Velma, Kathy, and Emily. It was usually slow until the early afternoon, at least until tourist season kicked in, so Anna worked on the following week’s schedule in her office while the others took care of the front. She also texted Jeremy to inform him of her and Joe’s plans to go to Dockside Pub later that afternoon. She invited him to come along, but reminded him that she didn’t expect him to.

After lunch, the shop started to get busy, so Anna hopped behind the counter until Sonja arrived at 1:45.

Sonja typed the address of the nearest Saucy Slice into the GPS application on her phone, and they were guided to a white building with red trim and a scaled replica of the leaning tower of Pisa protruding from the top of the roof.

When they entered, all Anna could smell was the sweet, spicy scent of pizza sauce and dough baking in the brick ovens. It reminded her that she skipped lunch. “It smells amazing in here,” she said.

Sonja scanned the dining room. “I don’t see Ethan yet. Would you like to get a couple of slices while we wait?”

“I’d better only get one. I’m meeting Joe Wiggins for dinner tonight.”

Sonja got two slices of pepperoni, and Anna got a slice of cheese. They also bought a bottle of iced tea and sat at a table by the door. A few minutes later, Ethan walked in.

He smiled when he saw them eating. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

“So good,” Sonja said between bites.

Ethan sat next to Sonja and pulled out his phone. “I’ll text Graham to let him know we’re here.”

A few minutes later, they were joined by a man wearing a red t-shirt with the words ‘The Saucy Slice’ and the leaning tower of Pisa printed on it. The t-shirt was tucked into his black jeans, and his stomach protruded over his pants.

“Hi, Graham,” Ethan said as the man took the seat next to Anna.

“I can’t talk long. I’m short-staffed at this store today. Apparently, there’s some sort of bug going around, and several of my employees have it. Although, if you ask me, I think it has more to do with the fact that it’s senior week and those who called in are seniors.” He chuckled. “You only live once, I guess.”

“We had some pizza for lunch,” Anna said. “It was delicious. I’ll definitely be coming back here. Have you been in business long?”

“Seven years.”

“Anna owns the ice cream shop next to Cove Coffee,” Sonja said.

“Ah, pizza and ice cream. It’s a match made in Heaven. Do you do events?” Graham asked.

“Yes. We’ve hosted a number of ice cream parties over the past year. They are always a big hit.”

He reached into his pocket. “Here’s my card. Shoot me an email with your contact information. Sometimes we host pizza parties, and ice cream would be a nice complement.”

Anna accepted the card and tucked it into her wallet. “I’ll do that.”

“So, you mentioned you wanted to talk about Bernie’s death.” He shook his head. “What a tragedy,” he said with about as much regret as if he had accidentally killed a bug.

“And what a mystery,” Ethan said. “I understand your relationship with Bernie wasn’t always warm and fuzzy.”

“The restaurant business can be cutthroat,” Graham said. “Only the strongest survive.”

“According to Joan, his tactics weren’t always on the up and up,” Ethan said. “I understand he was a ruthless competitor.”

Graham looked at them as if sizing them up. “You must be referring to the app that I hired that developer to create.”

“She did mention that. Something about streamlining takeout orders.”

“Yeah. I paid a good chunk of change to have a personalized app created. It’s the way of the future, you know. People can order and pay in advance, then pick up their food at the counter. My developer was working on an app for me until his computer mysteriously crashed, and all the code was gone. It wasn’t even on the backup servers. The following month, Bernie launched his new app that looked surprisingly like ours.”

“An app is a fascinating concept in the food service industry, although I don’t think it would work with ice cream,” Anna said.

Graham laughed. “I suppose not. People’s orders would be melted by the time they arrived.”

“Did it help with Bernard’s business?” Ethan asked.

“His sales went through the roof, while mine decreased. People often go for convenience when it comes to fast food.”

“I wouldn’t think burger joints and pizza places would be in competition,” Ethan said.

“It’s different food, but it’s still takeout,” Graham said. “I’ll admit that it affected our bottom line, but if you’re thinking that I killed him over this, you’re crazy. I tried to stay as far away from that man as possible.”

“It’s hard to ignore him when you belong to the same yacht club,” Anna said.

“Hard, yes. But not impossible. I’m sure Ethan here knows what I mean.”

“If you had to guess, who do you think killed Bernard?” Anna asked.

Graham let out a hearty laugh. “Take your pick. The man wasn’t exactly short on enemies. But I do know that Joan was looking to get out of business with him. I’d say she had the strongest motive. I hope she didn’t do it, though. I wouldn’t mind seeing her run the show. At least she has ethics.”

“That is, if she didn’t kill him,” Anna said.

“Fair point.” A wave of customers came through the door. “I’d better get back to it,” Graham said.

They thanked him for his time and left The Saucy Slice.

“What did you think?” Ethan asked.

“He admitted to holding a grudge against Bernard over stealing his app. He also admitted that he’d rather see Joan run The Burger Pit,” Sonja said. “He has a strong motive.”

“But he was quick to admit to his motive,” Ethan said. “If he were the killer, wouldn’t he be trying to hide it, or at least minimize it?”

“He might be thinking that everyone already knows about the app, so he might as well own it,” Anna said. “Or he could just be cocky and figure that Bernard had so many enemies that nobody will trace the murder back to him.”

“I suppose that’s possible.” Sonja let out a sigh. “That makes five suspects with no alibi and a mysterious woman to track down and interview. We have to find out who she is.”

“I asked Doug about her, but he didn’t know anything about her,” Ethan said. “He said lots of women wear straw hats and sunglasses.”

“I suppose he’s right,” Sonja said.

“I have to get to the yacht club. I’m taking a group on a pleasure cruise this afternoon, and I don’t want to be late. Now that I’m a suspect, fewer people are giving me referrals. This whole nightmare can’t be over fast enough.”

Ethan drove away in his black Honda, and Sonja drove Anna back to Bella’s Dream, where Anna waited for Joe to arrive for their dinner.
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Joe arrived at Bella’s Dream right at 5:00 for their trip to Dockside Pub.

He flashed her an encouraging smile. “Hey there, kiddo. Are you ready to solve this thing?”

“Let’s do it,” Anna said. “I haven’t heard back from Jeremy, so I assume he’s not coming.”

Joe’s smile faded. “I’m not surprised you haven’t heard from him. I ran into one of his colleagues when I was getting my morning coffee. His buddy passed away early this morning.”

Anna’s heart sank. “I’m so sorry to hear that. He must be crushed.”

“His colleague told me that he was taking it hard. He was at the hospital when it happened, and then he took off for the day to be alone.”

“It sounds like he needs a little space. I’ll give him some time before I reach out to him,” Anna said.

“I’m sure he’d appreciate hearing from you. You never know. He might need someone to talk to.”

As they hopped into her car, she made a mental note to check in on him later that evening. Forty minutes later, they arrived in Marblehead.

They parked in a lot on the side of a small oceanfront building with weathered, dark brown siding and entered through a red door. They sat at a table by a large picture window, which overlooked the ocean and a handful of moored boats bobbing in the water. It was still early, so the restaurant was only half full. Joe ordered fish and chips, and Anna ordered coconut shrimp with a bowl of French onion soup. While they waited for their meals, they went to the bar. The bartender, who had sun-bleached hair and deep laugh lines, was dividing his attention between the beer he was pouring and the Red Sox game on a mounted television set.

“Hi, there,” Joe said, leaning against the bar and glancing at the TV. “What’s the score?”

“3-2, Sox. Bottom of the seventh.”

“Wouldn’t it be something if they went all the way this year?” Joe said.

“Fingers crossed.”

“I’m Joe, by the way, and this is Anna.”

“Dan,” he said with his eyes still on the set.

“Have you worked here long?” Joe asked.

Dan turned to Joe with a friendly smile. “About ten years. I work here from April through October. Then I head west to Tahoe and do the same thing at a ski resort all winter.”

“Sounds like a sweet life,” Joe said.

“Heck, yeah. It definitely works for me.”

“If you have a second, we wondered if you could help us with something. We’re looking for a man named Benjamin Fordham. We haven’t seen him for about six years, but the last time we were in touch he was a regular here. He used to come in with a friend whenever he was in town. In fact, he met his girlfriend here.”

“Are you talking about the woman whose body was recently discovered?”

“Yes. Rebecca Crenshaw. They were dating at the time of her death. We’re friends with her parents, Sid and Eileen. They never had a chance to meet Benjamin, so we told them we’d ask about him the next time we were here. We understand that Rebecca and Benjamin met here six summers ago.”

“They did, but I haven’t seen him since that summer. It seems that when Rebecca disappeared, so did Benjamin. Many folks think he’s responsible for her death.”

“We’ve heard that theory, too,” Joe said.

“It’s been a while since anyone has asked about him. We spoke to the police a bunch of times, but I thought they had given up on the case. I was surprised to learn that they found her body.”

“We heard that he used to come in here with a friend when he was in town. We’d love to talk to him. Do you know who he is?”

“Are you some kind of private investigator?” Dan asked.

“Just a retired P.I. I’ve always been curious about the case, and now that I have the time in my retirement, I thought I’d look into it.”

Dan’s eyes flew open. “Wait, wasn’t it a retired P.I., a reporter, and a regular citizen who helped find her body? Was that you guys?”

Joe didn’t answer. Anna knew that he’d rather not reveal how involved they were.

Dan took his silence as confirmation. “Wow. That’s impressive. Unfortunately, there’s not much I can tell you. I vaguely remember Benjamin, but I don’t know the friend’s name or even remember what he looked like. I haven’t seen Benjamin since then.” Dan motioned to a gentleman wearing a navy polo shirt and khakis who had just finished talking to some customers. “Tom owns this place. He might know.”

He hustled over to the bar.

“Tom, these are the folks who found Rebecca Crenshaw’s remains. They are asking about her boyfriend, Benjamin. Do you remember the name of his friend who used to come in here with him?”

“People have been talking about that case again ever since the young lady’s body was discovered. I wish I could help you, but I don’t remember too much about either of them. I told the police everything I knew back when it happened, but that wasn’t much.”

“But you do remember him coming in with a friend throughout that summer?” Joe asked.

“Vaguely. Summers are insanely busy here. We’re usually struggling just to serve everyone. It’s hard to remember specific customers, unless they are regulars during the off-season, as well. I’m afraid I wasn’t much help to the police.”

“Same here,” Dan said. “I’m glad the family finally managed to receive some closure after all these years, though. My heart went out to them.”

The server brought their meals to their table, so they thanked Dan and Tom for their time and went back to eat.

“I was hoping we’d at least learn something,” Anna said.

“I’m sorry it wasn’t a more fruitful visit. But on a positive note, this food looks amazing.”

Anna forced a smile and tried to enjoy her meal. “I guess we’ll have to go back to the drawing board on how to find this guy.”

After Anna paid for dinner, she dropped Joe off in front of his apartment and went inside to check on her employees. They had an after-dinner rush, so she stayed until it was over.

Shortly before closing time, she took off her apron, put some chicken into Casper’s bowl, and placed it on the ground next to the back stoop. While she was watching her feline buddy eat, Sonja stuck her head out the back door.

“I’m glad I caught you before you went home. Ethan called. He thinks he saw that mysterious woman at the yacht club a few hours ago. He saw a woman poking around, but when he walked toward her, she bolted. She was wearing a straw hat and sunglasses, just like Gary said. When he asked around, nobody knew who she was. Something is fishy about that lady.”

“That’s so frustrating. I wonder what her deal is,” Anna said. “We need to figure out if whatever she is hiding is connected to Bernard’s death. Someone is bound to know who she is.”

“Ethan thinks that person might be Joan. He arranged for us to meet with her again tomorrow at her office. When he called, she said she also wanted to speak with Ethan about something. He asked if it would be okay if we came, and she said she thought it was a good idea.”

“That’s interesting. I wonder if she learned something about the killer.”

“I hope so. We could use a break in this case.”

“I agree. The meeting is at 10:00 tomorrow morning. The Burger Pit offices are on the edge of town.”

“Sounds good. I’ll be at your coffee shop by 9:45.”
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After Sonja left Bella’s Dream, Anna drove home. Then she took a stroll to clear her head. It was seventy-three degrees with no humidity. When the fatigue of the day began to set in, she went home to change into a pair of comfy yoga pants and a soft sweatshirt, and sat at her table on the front porch.

She fished her phone from her pocket and texted Jeremy. I was so sorry to hear about Seth’s passing. If you need to talk, I’m here. Day or night.

A minute after she hit send, her phone pinged with a reply.

Thanks, Anna. That means a lot. I’ve been doing some soul searching and I’d like to take you up on your offer. I’ll be with Seth’s family tomorrow, but could we have dinner on Thursday evening?

Absolutely. You name the time and place.

I feel like getting out of Seagull Cove. How about I pick you up at 5:00 and we venture into Boston?

An evening in Boston sounded ideal. I’d like that, too. I’ll see you then.

Sorry I didn’t get back to you earlier. How did your trip to Dockside go?

No worries at all. Joe told me what happened. It turned out to be a dead end.

I’m sorry. Something else will work out. I’ll see you soon.

She was glad that Jeremy accepted her offer. He was always there when she needed him, and she was grateful for the opportunity to return his kindness.

She put her phone on the table and thought about her upcoming visit with Bella on Sunday. She had really hoped that the trip to Dockside would have resulted in some good news for her sister.

It started to get cooler, so Anna went inside to have some herbal tea and watch a movie before bed.

Her eyes opened before her alarm clock went off on Wednesday morning, so she took advantage of the extra time to do some more weeding in her garden after breakfast. Then she took a shower and went to Sonja’s coffee shop for their meeting with Joan.

Sonja was waiting for her with a large coffee in a to-go cup, which she handed to Anna, and they headed to Joan’s office.

When they arrived at the parking lot of a tan brick building, Sonja pointed to Ethan’s car. “He’s already here.”

They entered through an oversized glass door and were greeted by a twenty-something secretary sitting behind a window. She picked up the phone. “Joan, some people are here to see you.”

Joan emerged from the first door on the right side of a long corridor and led them into her office, where they all sat down.

“Thanks for coming.”

“Of course,” Ethan said. “I was surprised to receive your phone call.”

“I know we’re all busy, so I’ll get right to the point. I heard that you’re still asking around about Bernie’s murder, and I was hoping you could share with me what you’ve learned so far.”

Ethan glanced at Anna, who was hesitant to reveal what they knew, since Joan was still a prime suspect. But since they hadn’t made loads of progress, it probably didn’t matter, anyway.

“To be honest, we haven’t made much headway,” Anna said. “There is no shortage of people with a motive, and many of them were out on the water the day he died. We’ve talked to a lot of people, but we haven’t been able to rule anyone out. How about you? Have you learned anything new since we last spoke?”

“I overheard an interesting conversation between Henrik and Doug yesterday. Apparently, the board of directors held a special meeting to discuss Bernie’s proposed expansion plan, and they vetoed it. I overheard Doug and Henrik celebrating over a drink and congratulating each other for squashing the expansion,” Joan said.

“So, you’re saying they took advantage of Bernie’s death to block the plan?” Anna asked.

“Or Henrik took matters into his own hands by eliminating Bernie, and then he and Doug called a quick meeting before Bernie was even buried, so they could put an end to that plan,” Joan said. “Either way, it’s unethical.”

“Do you really think Henrik would have done that?” Sonja asked.

“He was vehemently opposed to the expansion. I think this makes his motive even more compelling,” Joan said.

“Why did you call us and not the police?” Ethan asked.

“As I said, I heard you were still investigating, so I guess I’m hoping you’ll look into it. I don’t dare go to the police, because Henrik knows that I overheard the conversation. I tried to play it off as if I didn’t hear anything, but he saw me standing there. If the police started questioning him about it, he would know that it was me who went to the police. That could put me in danger if he’s the killer. If you do question him, please be subtle.”

“Of course,” Anna said. “Thanks for letting us know. We also had a question for you. When we spoke with Gary Wilson, he mentioned that he saw a woman loitering around the yacht club and asking questions about Bernard. Apparently, she’s not a member but she somehow got in.”

“I saw her too, but only briefly. She was wearing a large straw hat and sunglasses when we both saw her, so we couldn’t get a clear look at her face,” Ethan added.

“Do you happen to know who she is?” Anna asked.

Joan narrowed her brow. “I can’t say that I do. But now that you mention it, I heard about that, but I completely forgot. You don’t have any idea who she could be?”

“It’s a mystery,” Sonja said.

“I’ll keep my eyes open when I’m at the yacht club, but I don’t know anything about her,” Joan said.

“Please call me if you learn anything,” Ethan said.

She nodded that she would. “I hope that you are able to catch whoever killed Bernie. I’ll admit that he was a difficult man to…” She didn’t finish her sentence because there was a noise outside the door. Joan got up and opened it, but nobody was there. She returned to her seat. “I was going to say that Bernie was a difficult man to work with, but nobody deserves to be murdered.”

They thanked Joan for her time, then they left the building. As they got to the parking lot, the secretary timidly opened the front door and motioned for them to come back.

“That was you listening at the door, wasn’t it?” Anna asked.

She nodded timidly. “My name is Allegra. I heard that you were inquiring about Bernie. He wasn’t my favorite person to work for, but I’m really upset about the whole thing.”

“Do you have any theories about who might have done it?”

She turned and glanced behind her. “I don’t know for sure, but I’m terrified that it might be Joan. In fact, I’m afraid to come to work, because I’m afraid she is going to realize that I suspect her.”

“What makes you think she did it?”

“A bunch of little things. For example, I caught her snooping in Bernie’s office last month. She said she was looking for an invoice, but she knows it wouldn’t have been in there. It was just an excuse.”

“Do you know what she was looking for?”

“Just between us, she’s been trying to buy him out for a couple of years, and I think she finally realized that there was no way that was going to happen. She knew that he stole that app from Graham Matthews, and I think she was looking for evidence so she would have a case against him. I believe she was looking for signs of illegal activity.”

“Do you think she found it?”

Allegra shook her head. “I don’t think so. That’s why I’m afraid she killed him. I don’t think she had any other options if she didn’t want to work with him anymore. Please don’t tell her that I told you that. I’m afraid of what she might do. I gave my notice last week. Friday is my last day so I wanted to tell someone before I left, but I didn’t know who I could trust. Then I heard you questioning her about Bernie, and I took it as a sign.”

“Is there anyone else in the company you can think of who would benefit from his death?” Anna asked.

“Nobody in the company, but I have also suspected his daughter from the beginning. They had a tumultuous relationship, and she had so much anger toward him. I could see her doing it.”

“Thanks for trusting us, Allegra,” Ethan said. He handed her his card. “Please let us know if you think of anything else.”

She nodded and returned to her desk.

“If nobody’s in a rush, can we meet at Cove Coffee to talk?” Ethan asked.

The women agreed. Ethan hopped into his car, and Anna and Sonja got into Sonja’s. When they arrived at the coffee shop, they sat at an out-of-the-way table to discuss their conversations.
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“What did you think of our conversations with Joan and Allegra?” Sonja asked as they grabbed an empty table at Cove Coffee.

“I don’t think Allegra has any reason to lie, but I’m not sure if I trust Joan,” Ethan said.

“She may have been trying to cast the blame on Henrik to throw us off,” Anna said.

“That’s very possible. I heard about that board of directors meeting where they vetoed the expansion plan, and I don’t think that it happened quite the way Joan wants us to believe. That meeting had been on the books for a while. I remember people talking about it at the yacht club weeks ago. The meeting was not called after Bernard died. The more I think about it, the more I believe Joan was trying to play us.”

"If she was, it only makes her look more guilty. What other reason would she have to do that, except to divert attention from herself because she's the killer?" Sonja asked.

Ethan breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m cautiously optimistic. It looks like we finally have a suspect who stands out from among the others.”

“I wonder how the police are doing,” Anna said.

“I have a feeling they’re not any closer than we are. I heard the divers weren’t able to find the murder weapon.”

“If it’s not at the bottom of the ocean, the killer must have taken it when he or she left. The killer probably got rid of it by now. I doubt they’ll ever find it,” Anna said.

Ethan glanced at a clock behind the counter. “I’ve got to get back to the yacht club. I’m taking a client out this afternoon.” He put his hand on Sonja’s shoulder and smiled. “Talk to you later?”

She returned his smile and nodded.

“The two of you seem to be getting closer,” Anna said after he left.

“I know what you’re thinking. I promise I’ll be careful.”

“I know you will,” Anna said.

“You don’t still think he’s guilty, do you?”

“I don’t. But if I’m wrong, it wouldn’t be the first time I was surprised at how an investigation turned out. I just don’t want to see your heart get broken. I’m sure you’d feel the same way if the situation were reversed.”

“Fair enough,” Sonja said.

“I should get to work. Judging from the weather, we’re probably looking at another busy day.”

By the time Anna got back, Velma, Emily, and Alex had already opened the shop.

After the post-lunch rush, Anna took a walk to the cove. She hopped onto the cement retaining wall and leaned back on her palms. She inhaled deeply as she turned her face toward the sun, closed her eyes, and absorbed the Vitamin D. At first, she didn’t notice footsteps coming her way. She opened her eyes to find Sonja heading in her direction.

“I’m glad I found you. I just went to your shop, and they told me you went for a walk.”

Anna chuckled. “I didn’t make it any further than the wall.” She noticed Sonja’s furrowed brow. “It doesn’t look like you came here to chat. What is it?”

“Ethan just called. He talked to Joan again at the yacht club. After we met with her this morning, she went over there to inquire about the mysterious woman that Ethan and Gary spotted. She thinks the woman might be Brenda Knight.”

“Who’s Brenda Knight?” Anna asked.

“She’s the regional manager of The Saucy Slice restaurants.”

“Did Joan have any idea why Brenda would be snooping around the yacht club?” Anna asked.

“She thinks that either Graham had her follow Bernard to see if she could find any proof that he stole the app, or she decided to look into it on her own. Apparently, Brenda played a large role in its development, and she was just as upset as Graham when it was stolen. Of course, Joan doesn’t know for sure that it was Brenda. She said that Brenda approached Allegra on the street one time trying to obtain information about the app. Of course, Allegra didn’t know anything about it. It’s no wonder that poor kid gave her notice. Between Bernard’s murder, Brenda’s questions, and her suspicion that Joan might be the killer, she must have figured that no job is worth that stress.”

“She wasn’t wrong,” Anna said. “If Graham and Brenda were so upset that they were still going to such drastic measures to obtain evidence that Bernie stole the app, they obviously hadn’t moved past it.”

“I’m still not convinced that Joan isn’t making all this up to throw us off,” Sonja said. “I still say she’s our strongest suspect.”

“You could be right,” Anna said.

“That’s not all Ethan told me. His client didn’t show up this afternoon, so he had lunch at the yacht club. He talked to Henrik and confronted him about the meeting where they vetoed the expansion idea. According to Henrik, he wanted to delay the meeting out of respect for Bernie, but it was Joan who convinced him to keep the scheduled date.”

“One of them is lying,” Anna said.

“Ethan thinks it’s Joan who was lying. He’s going to do some more digging. He said he had to be careful, because Joan was only a few tables over when he spoke with Henrik, and she seemed to be trying to eavesdrop on their conversation. He’s waiting for her to leave. Then he’s going to talk to a few other people.”

“Okay. I’ll be in my shop for the rest of the day. Let me know if you learn anything else.”

“Will do.”

“I’ll walk back with you.”

When Anna got back to Bella’s Dream, Jeremy was there. She gave him a big hug. “How are you doing?”

“I’m hanging in there. The services don’t start until Friday night and I’m off work until Monday, so I’m trying to keep busy. I just stopped by to confirm dinner for tomorrow evening.”

“It still works for me.”

A smile brightened his face. “Great. I’m in the mood for Italian. I thought we could go to Toscano in Boston.”

“I love that restaurant. Bella and I used to eat there all the time. I haven’t been since she left.”

“If the memories are too painful, we could choose another place.”

Anna shook her head. “They’re not. I’d love to go there.”

“Perfect. I’ll make reservations for 7:00. I’ll pick you up at 6 to allow plenty of time in case we hit traffic.”

“I’m looking forward to it. Can I get you an ice cream while you’re here?” Anna offered.

“No thanks. I’m going to go for a walk. I think I’ll save the calories for tomorrow night. They have an amazing tiramisu.”

“Ooh, you’re right. Their tiramisu is legendary. Smart man.”

A group of eight teenagers, including Jack and Olivia, burst into the store, laughing and chatting as they happily lined up at the counter.

“I’ll let you get back to your customers. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Jeremy said as he headed for the door.

Anna hopped back behind the counter. “We’re on our way to the beach, but we thought we’d come here for an ice cream first,” Jack said.

Anna gave her two employees their double scoop cones on the house while her staff served the others. The cheerful group chatted about the approaching end of the school year.

“I can’t believe we only have one more year of high school left,” a wiry boy with bleach blond hair said.

Jack flashed his usual mischievous smirk. “It’s going to be epic.”

Knowing Jack, Anna had no doubt it would be.

While Anna’s staff was serving the teens, a police car sped down Main Street.

Olivia walked over to the window. “I think something’s wrong. On our way here, we saw a fire rescue truck head toward Mile Long Beach.”

Before Anna could speculate, the door flew open, and Sonja ran in. She grabbed Anna’s arm and pulled her aside.

“Ethan just called. It’s Joan Campos. She’s dead, and Ethan found the body.”
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Anna yanked off her apron and fetched her purse from her office.

“I’ve got to run,” she said to her staff.

“This has something to do with those first responders we saw racing by, doesn’t it?” Jack asked.

But Anna and Sonja were out the door before she could respond.

They hopped into Sonja’s car and sped toward the yacht club.

When they arrived, Charlie appeared to be reprimanding a dejected Ethan. Luckily, the hostess recognized them as friends of Ethan’s, so she permitted them to go inside.

“He looks awful,” Sonja said. “That’s the second dead body he’s seen in less than a week.”

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but if Ethan is the one who found Joan’s body, he is going to be the prime suspect unless he has an alibi.”

“No wonder he looks like he’s on the verge of tears. Not only did he find a body, but he probably just got catapulted straight to the top of the suspect list for two murders. I wish I could talk to him.”

Ethan noticed Anna and Sonja, and gave them a halfhearted wave.

Anna forced a smile to try to cheer him up. “Hopefully, we can talk to him soon. Meanwhile, let’s see what we can learn.”

Anna suddenly became aware that someone was standing behind her. She turned to find Henrik with his hands on his hips. She tried to play it cool. “Hello, Henrik. We just heard that there was another murder here this afternoon.”

“It was Joan Campos. Ethan stumbled upon her body.”

“Where?” Anna asked.

“There’s a little fenced in area in the back of the building, just outside the kitchen. It’s where the air conditioner compressors are located. Sometimes the staff uses the space when they’re on break.”

“What would Ethan have been doing there?” Anna asked.

“That’s a good question. Nobody ever goes back there besides the kitchen staff. I’m sure the police are wondering the same thing.”

“I’m sure they are, too,” Anna said, glancing sympathetically at Sonja.

“I know what you guys are thinking, but why would Ethan kill Joan?” Sonja asked. “He doesn’t even have a motive.”

Henrik shrugged. “I don’t think he would. But if I were the police I’d be wondering if Joan found out that he was the killer. She was snooping around here today asking a lot of questions about last Friday, and they were seen talking. If she did discover who the killer was, and the killer knew it, that alone would be motive enough.”

“Henrik is right,” Anna said. “That’s probably exactly what the police are thinking.”

“Poor Ethan,” Sonja said.

“Were you here all day?” Anna asked.

“I’ve been here since this morning, like I am most days. I took my boat out this afternoon, but I came in early. I was with some friends when the police arrived. We didn’t know anything was wrong until we heard the sirens. It’s like some type of creepy deja vu from last week.”

“Whoever did this would have to have been a member of the yacht club, wouldn’t they?” Anna asked.

“I suppose. Or at least the guest of a member. The area where Joan’s body was found is only accessible after entering the yacht club.”

Anna thought about the mysterious woman, whom Joan thought might be Brenda Knight. If Henrik was right, how did she get in? “So, there’s no way someone could sneak in?”

“There’s always a host or a hostess at the front door, so I don’t see how.”

“Since it happened at the yacht club and not out on the water, that certainly does narrow down the suspects,” Sonja said.

“I guess you’re right,” Henrik said.

While they waited for Ethan, Anna spotted Babs and Lizzie sitting at a table.

“Hello, ladies,” Anna said.

Babs was wearing a t-shirt with a vanilla ice cream cone covered in jimmies. ‘#TeamJimmies’ was embroidered beneath the cone.

“Love the t-shirt,” Anna said.

“Please. Don’t encourage her. Can you believe she actually had a t-shirt printed? She even started a poll on social media,” Lizzie said.

“You’ve gotta love her persistence,” Anna said.

Ethan finished with Charlie and began trudging over to the women.

“We’ve got to go,” Sonja said before he reached them.

“Have a lovely afternoon,” Anna added.

Babs waved as the women met Ethan in the lobby.

When they got there, Anna noticed the glass door to the trophy case was slightly ajar. She wondered if someone had been cleaning it, but she didn’t see any of the cleaning crew.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ethan said.

“Come on. We’ll go back to my shop,” Anna said. “A little ice cream makes everything look brighter.”

Ethan smiled half-heartedly. “I’m afraid it will take more than that to cheer me up. Now it looks like I’m a suspect in two murders.”

Sonja put her arm around his shoulders and guided him toward the door. “It can’t hurt. It will give us a chance to talk.”

When they got to the parking lot, Anna stopped and turned toward the building, and the others followed suit. The right half of the property was sectioned off with yellow tape. She wished she could get a look at the crime scene, but it would be impossible with so many police milling about. “Henrik said that there was no way anyone could have gotten in without going through the front door. Is that right?”

Ethan narrowed his eyes. “It would take a lot of effort, but someone could have entered that way,” he said pointing toward a wooded area.

“That means the killer entered through the woods or through the kitchen. Then he or she either slipped back into the building unnoticed after killing Joan or disappeared back into the woods,” Anna said.

“Except I don’t think the killer left through the woods, because one of the kitchen staff heard someone coming through the door and running out of the kitchen. She said she thought it was strange and tried to see who it was, but they had already vanished.”

“If Brenda is the mysterious woman that you and Gary saw, do you think she could have entered the yacht club via the woods and the kitchen?” Anna asked.

“If it was Brenda, she probably entered through the front door. If she was spying for Graham, he probably got her in.”

The three of them went back to Bella’s Dream and sat at a booth in the far back corner of the dining room.

Anna brought them each a scoop of ice cream and sat next to Sonja. “Start at the beginning, Ethan. Tell us what happened.”

Ethan leaned back in the booth. “After we talked with Joan this morning, I went to the yacht club to prepare to take some clients out. That’s when I saw Joan, and she told me that she suspected the mystery woman might be Brenda Knight.”

“Sonja told me about that,” Anna said.

“At the time, I still thought Joan might have been the killer.” He shook his head. “We talked for about ten minutes, and that was the last time I saw her. I waited for my clients, but they never showed up.”

“How did you end up finding the body?” Anna asked.

“I was about to leave when I saw Joan go into the kitchen. I thought it was strange, and I was going to follow her to see if something was wrong. But before I could do that, my clients texted me. They told me that they had to take a friend to the emergency room and apologized for standing me up, so we rescheduled. It took a few minutes and several texts to land on a date. Then, after that, Babs came up to me. Something about an online poll to settle the jimmies vs. sprinkles debate. I gave her my social media handle so she could send me a link. At that point, Joan still hadn’t come out, so I decided to go back to see what was going on. Nobody in the kitchen had seen her, so on a whim, I decided to look in the fenced yard. When I got there, she was already dead. She had been hit over the head with a trophy. I was leaning over her body and looking for a pulse when one of the cooks came out and called 9-1-1. I just know I’m their primary suspect for both murders. I could tell by the tone in Detective Doyle’s voice.”

“Don’t worry,” Sonja said. “We’re going to figure out who killed Joan and Bernard.”

“You didn’t see anyone else come out of the kitchen while you were in the lobby?”

“No, but I was looking down at my phone, so that doesn’t mean nobody did. I wasn’t even sure that Joan didn’t come out, but I had a strange feeling, so I thought I’d check on her.”

“Who else that was on our list of suspects do you remember seeing?”

“Most of our suspects were at the yacht club. You saw Henrik. Gary was also here working on someone’s boat. Graham Matthews was here, and Zoe was cleaning out her father’s locker.”

“What about Brenda Knight? Did you see her?” Sonja asked.

Ethan shook his head. “I didn’t notice her.”

“But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t here,” Anna pointed out. “She does have a habit of laying low.”

“You’re right,” Sonja said.

“Assuming the same person killed Bernard and Joan, we’ll need to figure out who on our list of suspects had a motive to kill them both,” Anna said.

“Do you think we could be looking for two separate killers?” Sonja asked.

“It’s possible, but I’d be surprised if their deaths aren’t connected.”

“Me, too,” Ethan said. “Graham Matthews could have a motive for both murders if he also held it against Joan that his app was stolen.”

“Joan and Henrik saw eye to eye on the expansion of the yacht club, and as far as we know, Gary doesn’t have a motive, either. Unless Joan figured out that one of them killed Bernard, it’s unlikely that they did it,” Anna said.

“We can safely rule them both out,” Ethan said. “Henrik was with friends all afternoon, so he has an alibi. And Gary has been on the docks all day fixing boats, so he has been in plain sight. He couldn’t have done it, either,” Ethan said.

“Zoe was at the club today, too,” Anna said. “Joan suspected her of killing her father. Maybe Joan found proof, and Zoe eliminated her.”

“We definitely need to talk to Brenda Knight,” Ethan said. “She could also be the killer. That leaves Zoe, Graham, and possibly Brenda.”

Once again, Anna found herself adding Ethan to her mental list of suspects.

“I’ll ask around to see if any of them has an alibi. Then we will know who we can cross off the list,” Ethan added. “At least we’ve eliminated a couple of suspects.”

Anna and Sonja finished their ice cream, but Ethan didn’t touch his. He glanced down at his cup of melting rum raisin. “Sorry about that. I guess I don’t have an appetite.”

Sonja gave him an encouraging smile. “Why don’t you go home and get some rest? You look exhausted.”

“That’s a good idea. But before I relax, I’ll see if I can arrange a conversation with Brenda Knight.”

“I’m free tomorrow, but I’d have to be finished by 5:00,” Anna said, remembering her dinner plans with Jeremy.

“Okay. I’ll be in touch.”

“I’ll call you tonight to check in on you,” Sonja said.

He forced a smile and left.

“I’m going to get back to work, too,” Sonja said. “I’ll call you if I hear from Ethan about Brenda.”
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After Sonja and Ethan left, Anna headed to her office to review the applications she'd received from an online posting she made for summer employees. Between her high school workers, Jack and Olivia, and her adult staff, Velma, Kathy, and Mary, she had enough help for the slow winter months. However, with the busier season approaching and her extended summer hours, she decided it would be best to bring on a few more college students.

She separated the three applicants who came recommended by her current employees Alex, Trish, and Emily, and decided to consider them first. She emailed each of them asking if they could come in the following morning for an interview. Then, she returned to the front of the store to assist Kathy, Trish, and Olivia, who were working the evening shift.

“Did you hear about the murder at the yacht club?” Kathy asked when she saw Anna.

“The one that happened on Friday?” Trish asked. “That’s old news.”

“No,” Kathy said. “The one that happened this afternoon.”

Trish’s eyes flew open. “There was another murder at the yacht club?! Who was it?”

“Joan Campos,” Anna said. “She was Bernard Davenport’s business partner. Sonja and I went over this afternoon, because her friend Ethan was the one who discovered the body.”

“Remind me not to join that yacht club if I ever get rich,” Trish said.

“Do you have any theories?” Kathy asked. But as soon as she asked the question, a stream of customers came through the door.

An hour later, foot traffic slowed down, so Anna fed Casper and called it a day. She made herself some herbal tea and enjoyed it on her front porch until the sun went down.

On Thursday morning, she watered her garden and headed into work early for her interviews. All of the applicants she had reached out to the previous day were available, so she had three back-to-back interviews scheduled. The first one was at 9:00 with Elijah, a friend of Alex. The next was at 9:45 with Lily, a friend of Trish, and the third was at 10:30 with Ashley, another friend of Trish. By the time Velma, Alex, and Mary had arrived at 11:00, Anna had three new employees scheduled to begin training the following week. She was thrilled to have a major task completed so easily.

Anna didn’t hear from Sonja all day, so she called her while she was walking home to get ready for her dinner with Jeremy.

“Hi, Sonja, I thought I would check in to see how you’re doing after yesterday.”

“Thanks. We’re hanging in there. Luckily, it was busy in the shop today, so that was a welcome distraction. Ethan has been trying to contact Brenda, but he hasn’t had any luck. He said he’ll keep at it and let me know as soon as he reaches her.”

“Sounds good. Keep me posted.”

“Will do. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Anna changed into a navy and white sundress and a navy sweater, freshened up her hair, and waited for Jeremy to pick her up. He arrived right on time at 6:00, wearing black slacks and a light blue button-down shirt, which accentuated his dark hair. He smiled when he saw her. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. You look nice.”

“Thanks. So do you.”

Despite it being rush hour, they didn’t hit much traffic, since most of it was coming out of the city. Jeremy found a spot at a meter on Charles Street, nestled between the Boston Common and the Public Garden, and they walked to Toscano in nearby Beacon Hill.

“I forgot how much I miss the city,” Anna said. “I don’t regret moving to Seagull Cove for a second, but it was nice having everything Boston has to offer right outside my door.”

“That’s why I suggested coming here for dinner. I’ve been in town to visit Seth, but I thought it would be good to come back for something fun.”

“Good idea.”

“Joe told me more about what happened at Dockside. I’m sorry you didn’t have any more luck tracking down Benjamin’s business partner.”

“I am, too. I was hoping to have some good news for Bella when we go back to visit on Sunday.” Anna caught herself. “I didn’t mean to imply that you should come this week. I wouldn’t expect you to be there with everything you have going on.”

“Would it be okay if I waited before deciding? The services are tomorrow evening and Saturday, so those will be over. I’m just not sure whether I’ll be too tired, or if I’ll be looking for something to do by the time Sunday rolls around.”

“Of course, Jeremy. You can let me know at the last minute.”

They entered Toscano and were greeted by the scent of fresh bread and garlic.

“I haven’t had Italian in ages. I’m looking forward to this,” Anna said. She glanced around the restaurant, and her mind was flooded with memories of dinners with Bella and their friends. Before she knew that Bella was still alive, it would have been too difficult to be there. But with the hope that Bella might be home soon, it made her feel closer to her sister.

The hostess led them to a table next to an elegant brick wall. They each ordered a glass of Merlot and perused the menu. When their server came, Anna ordered gnocchi and Jeremy ordered ravioli. Then they sipped their wine and waited for their meals.

Jeremy seemed fidgety, but Anna chalked it up to all he had been through recently.

He was silent for a minute and looked as if he were searching for words.

“Is there something specific you wanted to talk about?” Anna asked.

He took a deep breath. “Part of the reason I invited you here was because… well, everything I’ve been through with Seth has helped me put a few things in perspective.”

“A tragedy can do that,” Anna said. “My sister’s death, or what I thought was her death, ultimately brought me to Seagull Cove. Are you thinking of making a major change?” Her heart skipped a beat. Was he considering moving?

Jeremy took a long pause and shook his head. “I broke up with Mallory,” he finally blurted out.

Her fear turned to relief. And if she was honest, even joy at hearing this news.

“I guess I didn’t exactly break up with her. We weren’t officially dating. But we had been spending a lot of time together, and we were moving in that direction. But when Seth died, I received some clarity.” Jeremy smiled. “I like to think it was Seth looking down on me and giving the kick in the pants that I needed to realize that if I started dating Mallory again, I’d be settling. Deep down I knew that.” He looked straight into Anna’s eyes. “She’s not the one I want to be with.”

“I believe that those we love are with us after they pass. I don’t know if I ever told you this, but one of the reasons I believed Bella might be alive was because every time I lost someone close, I could always feel them with me in some way. I could feel their prayers and their presence boosting me. Yet with Bella, my Irish twin, the person I was closest with, I didn’t feel a thing. That was part of the reason why I couldn’t shake the feeling that she might be alive. For a long time, I didn’t tell anyone that because I thought they would think I was crazy.”

Jeremy smiled. “So, you understand what I mean. Anna, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but there’s something I need you to know.”

Her mouth went dry. She had a feeling she knew where the conversation was going, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it.

“The other day, when I saw Todd expressing interest in you yet again, I got jealous. I realized the depth of my feelings. I know you’re busy with so many things, including trying to bring your sister home, but I want to be clear about how I feel. I know now that life is short. The timing might be all wrong, and you may want to wait, but I need you to know that I’m falling for you, and there’s nothing I’d like more than for us to pursue a relationship. I’d like to know if you feel the same about me.”

Anna took another sip of Merlot and was trying to formulate her thoughts into words when there was a screeching sound behind them. She assumed someone had abruptly pushed back their chair, so she ignored it. But Jeremy shifted his attention behind her.

Anna was still so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t turn around until Jeremy said in an annoyed tone, “Can I help you?”

Anna turned to find Grayson standing there and staring at her in disbelief.
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“Grayson!” Anna said.

He stared at her in stunned silence. “Is it true, Anna?” he finally managed to ask. “Did I just hear you say that Bella is alive?”

She glanced at Jeremy, whose eyes darted between Anna and Grayson. “Is this Bella’s Grayson?”

Anna nodded. She couldn’t seem to formulate a sentence.

“Oh, boy,” Jeremy said.

Grayson stood there, looking as if a small gust of wind could knock him over.

Anna put her hand on the top of her head. “Grayson, I’m sworn to secrecy.”

“Then it is true?”

Her mind raced. She couldn’t lie, but she had promised Bella that she would never reveal the truth to him.

Jeremy seemed to read her mind. “You might as well tell him at this point.”

He was right. There was no escaping the reality that Grayson had overheard their conversation. Although her heart was pounding, she also felt relieved.

“It’s true. She’s been in hiding all these years.”

Jeremy pulled out a chair for Grayson.

“Sit down,” Anna said. “I’ll tell you everything.”

But before he could sit, a woman with a straight dark bob and large brown eyes approached Grayson and took his hand. In that moment, Anna had forgotten that last month he had come into her shop to tell her he had met someone and was considering proposing this summer.

Grayson turned white.

“Are you okay, honey?” she asked.

“I’m okay. This is Anna McBride and her friend… I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Jeremy Russo.”

She looked at Grayson, then back at Anna. “McBride. Are you Bella’s sister?”

“Yes. It’s very nice to meet you,” Anna said. “You must be Kristi.”

She smiled, apparently pleased that Anna knew who she was. “Yes. It’s nice to meet you, also. I know it was a while ago, but I’m very sorry about the loss of your sister.”

Grayson winced.

This was not how Anna wanted him to find out.

“Kristi, I’m not feeling well. Would it be okay if we postponed our dinner plans?” Grayson asked.

She tried to hide her disappointment with another smile. “Of course.”

“I’ll drive you home. Just let me pay for the drinks we ordered and tell our server that we won’t be staying.”

“I’ll meet you outside. I’d like to get some fresh air,” Kristi said.

Grayson watched as Kristi stepped outside. “I’ll be back after I drop her off. Please don’t go anywhere. I need to hear everything.”

“We’ll wait for you,” Anna assured him.

Grayson left, and Anna took a deep breath.

“I don’t even know what to say,” Jeremy said. “I saw him standing there, but I didn’t know who he was.”

“I’m sorry our earlier conversation was cut short, but could we continue it another time?”

“Of course,” Jeremy said. “Just promise you’ll think about what I said.”

She squeezed his hand. “I promise.”

“Are you going to tell Grayson everything?”

“After what he overheard, I don’t think I have any other choice. It would be cruel not to.”

“What about your promise to Bella?”

“At this point, all I can do is hope that she’ll understand.”

“You had no way of knowing he was standing there.”

“You know that, and I know that. Let’s just hope Bella believes me.”

They finished their meals, and Jeremy had just paid the check when Grayson returned.

“Let’s take a walk,” Anna said.

They walked down Charles Street to the Public Garden and found a spot on the grass under a large weeping willow by the footbridge, where they could talk in private.

Anna and Grayson faced each other cross-legged, and Jeremy sat with his back against the tree.

“First of all, Grayson, I want you to know that it was killing me to not be able to tell you about Bella. I hope that after you hear the story, you’ll forgive me.”

“I realize that you couldn’t have known from the beginning. Your grief was just as raw as mine in those early days. But I remember last year when we visited, and you were asking me about her finances. Is that when you began to suspect she was still alive?”

Anna nodded. “I didn’t know at the time, but I suspected it. Jeremy is a reporter and a good friend. We have another friend, Joe Wiggins, who is a retired P.I. They have been helping me and were both with me when I finally found her.”

Anna recapped the whole story, starting with the day Joe saw a photo of Bella in Anna’s shop during the grand opening and thought he saw her across the street. She explained how they discovered that Bella had taken a nail technician course at a school in Maine and visited every salon in the nearby towns where she would have been certified. She recounted how they confirmed that Bella was indeed alive by talking to a former boss, and how she led them to Camden Manor, Bella’s last place of employment. Finally, she told him how they tracked down Bella's address through the Seagull Cove Chronicle database. “Bella had been keeping up with town news through an online subscription, and her address was in the database because she paid with a credit card.”

“Okay. But why would she do such a thing?” Grayson asked.

“She witnessed a crime, and she fled for her safety,” Anna said. They explained what she saw that day while kayaking along the coast. “We believed that the body Bella saw being disposed of belonged to a woman who went missing on the same weekend. To make a long story short, we found Rebecca’s body in a park in Marblehead, and now we believe that the body Bella saw belonged to Rebecca’s boyfriend, Benjamin Fordham.”

“I read about that in the newspaper,” Grayson said. “That was you guys who discovered the body?”

“Yes. The killer, whoever he is, stalked and terrorized Bella. She was convinced he might kill everyone she loved, so she staged her death to get away from him. It was her way of protecting us. That’s the only reason she wouldn’t let me tell you she was alive. I begged her to let me tell you last month, after you told me about Kristi. But she was afraid that if we couldn’t solve the case, we’d uproot your life for no reason.”

Grayson pulled his knees to his chest and buried his face.

“I know it’s a lot to process,” Jeremy said, putting his hand on Grayson’s back. “Are you okay?”

“I think I’m in shock. So, the two of you have actually seen Bella? You’ve talked to her in person?”

“Several times since we found her in January. We meet one Sunday per month, and I keep her posted on the investigation.”

“Unbelievable.” Tears rolled down his cheeks. “How is she?”

Anna’s eyes moistened. “She tries to put on a brave front. She’s made the best of a terrible situation, but I know it’s weighing on her. She longs to come home and to see everyone again.”

“This must be so hard for you, Anna,” Grayson said. “I can’t imagine how you are keeping it from your parents and Albie.”

“I’m thrilled she is alive, but now that I’ve adjusted to that reality, all I can think about is getting her home.”

Grayson looked resolutely at Anna. “I want to see her. I won’t take no for an answer.”

“I’m going to Camden this Sunday. I’ll tell her that you know. She’ll be furious at me, but I’ll do it.”

“I’ll make sure she understands that you didn’t tell him on purpose,” Jeremy said. “I know I was on the fence about coming this time, but in light of what just happened, I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Are you sure you’re okay, Grayson?” Anna asked. “Why don’t you come back to Seagull Cove with us? I don’t think you should be alone right now. I have a guest bedroom.”

“I’m all right. But I know I’ll have more questions once I start to process this. Can we make plans to meet again?”

“How about if we have lunch on Saturday?” Anna suggested. “Jeremy has a funeral, but I’m free. You can ask me anything you want.”

“All right. I’ll meet you at your shop at lunchtime,” Grayson said.

Anna pulled Grayson in for a big hug. “Even though I have to face Bella, I truly am glad that you know.”

They gave Grayson a little more time to collect himself, then they accompanied him to his car.

Anna and Jeremy took their time walking back to Jeremy’s car. They drove most of the way back to Seagull Cove in silence.
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About three quarters of the way home, Jeremy finally broke the silence. “How are you holding up?”

His voice startled her. “I’m okay. I was initially relieved when Grayson found out about Bella, but now I can’t stop thinking about facing her on Sunday.”

“Maybe she’ll be happier than you think. I’ll help you explain what happened. She might be relieved the same way you were. There has to be a part of her that wants him to know.”

“I hope you’re right. I know she still loves Grayson very much, but that’s precisely why I’m afraid she’ll do something drastic. What if she takes off again?”

“I don’t think she will,” Jeremy said. “We’ve all come too far.”

“Personally, I always felt that she should tell Grayson the truth and let him make his own decision about whether he wants to move on or not. That seems to me like the best thing for both Grayson and Kristi.”

“Maybe it was meant to be that he found out.”

“I agree. Let’s hope Bella sees it that way.”

Jeremy parked his car in Anna’s driveway.

“Would you like to come in for some tea?” Anna asked.

“Can I take a rain check? I have a long couple of days ahead of me with Seth’s services.”

“Of course. Thank you for dinner, Jeremy. And for all the moral support.”

“Anytime. And I hope we can continue the conversation we started before we saw Grayson.”

“We will.”

Anna made a cup of herbal tea. It was warm enough to sit outside, so she drank it at the table on her front porch. She was pleasantly surprised to see Casper prancing up the road. He didn’t stop, but seeing him made her feel better, anyway. She thought of how this free spirit of a cat always managed not only to survive, but to thrive. There was something about her orange feral friend that fortified her hope.

Wanda’s living room light was on, and she considered knocking on her door to update her on all that had happened with Bella. They hadn’t had a chance to catch up in a while. But since she couldn’t stop yawning, she decided she would be better off getting a good night’s sleep.

On Friday morning, she slept in, then went straight to Bella’s Dream. The thought of facing Bella the day after tomorrow lingered on her mind.

Shortly before she opened the store, Rosie, Ruthie, and Sonja came over. Anna unlocked the front door and stepped back so they could enter.

“Ruthie and I met at Sonja’s to grab a coffee, and she told us that you guys have been trying to solve Bernard’s and now Joan Campos’s murder,” Rosie said.

“We’ve both been so busy getting ready for tourist season that we haven’t had a chance to come by since we went boating last Friday,” Ruthie added.

“A lot happened after you two left the yacht club,” Anna said.

“I told them that Ethan is a suspect,” Sonja said.

Ruthie studied Sonja. “I know you’re concerned about your friend, but please be careful. What if he’s guilty?”

“I’ve known Ethan forever. He didn’t do it,” Sonja said defensively.

“His explanation for how he found the body seems kind of weak,” Rosie said.

Anna was glad that Ruthie and Rosie brought up their concern. She hated always being the bad guy, but she was worried about Sonja, too. It’s not that she thought Ethan was guilty. She didn’t think he was. But she had been wrong before, right up until the last minute.

While Sonja caught Ruthie and Rosie up on their suspects, Anna couldn’t stop her mind from wandering. She found herself staring out the window.

“You look distracted, Anna,” Rosie said. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, yeah, I’m fine. So, how is business in the bookstore?” she asked Ruthie.

Her attempt to change the subject didn’t work.

“Seriously, is everything okay?” Rosie asked. “You usually become animated when we talk about the cases you’re working on.”

Anna searched her mind for an explanation that would satisfy them without revealing that Grayson discovered that Bella was alive. “I had dinner in Boston last night and ran into Grayson, who had been dating my sister when she passed away. I guess it just brought back some memories.”

“I’m sorry. That must have been tough,” Ruthie said.

“You went to Boston? Did you meet up with some old friends?” Rosie asked.

“Actually, I went with Jeremy.”

Rosie looked at her wide-eyed. “And you weren’t going to mention that you had a date with Jeremy? How long have the two of you been going out?”

“Seriously,” Sonja said. “We’ve been together all week and you never mentioned that?”

“I wouldn’t call it a date,” Anna said, even though that’s what it turned out to be. “Jeremy recently lost a close friend. He needed to get his mind off things, so we went to dinner.”

“That explains why I haven’t seen him in my shop much lately,” Sonja said.

Rosie’s eyes were fixed on Anna. “I’m not buying it. What aren’t you telling us?”

Anna hesitated. Since she couldn’t reveal what happened with Grayson, she didn’t have any choice but to tell them more about her conversation with Jeremy. “He did tell me that he wanted us to start dating.”

“I knew it!” Rosie said.

“You can’t use a new business and a new home as an excuse now. You’ve been in business for more than a year, and you’ve been in your cottage for longer than that,” Ruthie said.

“How do you feel about him?” Sonja asked.

She knew she couldn’t get away with being anything less than honest. She couldn’t deny her attraction to Jeremy—she respected him deeply. She admired his loyalty to his friends, his passion for his work, and his dedication to the community.

But then there was Todd. She knew Jeremy better, having spent more time with him, but Todd seemed like the safer option since he didn’t live in town. With Jeremy, if things didn’t work out, it could jeopardize their friendship. And Todd had been supportive, as well.

“Wait a minute. Wasn’t Jeremy dating his ex-girlfriend again?” Sonja asked. “I’ve seen them in my shop several times, and they were at the town picnic together last month.”

“He ended things with Mallory. He said he did some soul searching after his friend passed, and he’s not interested in rekindling anything with her.”

“Because he’s interested in you,” Rosie said. “That’s what his soul searching revealed.”

“That’s basically what he told me,” Anna said.

“So, how did you end the evening? What did you tell him?” Ruthie asked.

“We got interrupted when we met Grayson, so we tabled the conversation. But we’re going to get back to it after the funeral.”

“He put his heart on his sleeve. You can’t leave a guy like that hanging,” Rosie said.

“What about Todd?” Sonja asked. “I see him in here a fair amount, and I don’t think it’s just because he likes ice cream. Even Velma agrees with me.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know him as well as I know Jeremy, but he has helped me with some things. He’s also a great guy. I don’t know.”

“You can’t afford to take your time figuring it out. Jeremy laid his cards on the table. That took guts,” Sonja said.

“I know.” She longed to share about Bella. They were so close to bringing her home, and then Anna would have the emotional energy to focus on her own future. But that was out of the question. She already had to tell Bella that Grayson knew. No matter how much she trusted Rosie, Ruthie, and Sonja, she couldn’t tell Bella that four more people knew she was alive. “I’m giving it all a lot of thought.”

Rosie’s expression softened. “If you want to talk, you know where to find us.”

“Thanks.”

“We should go,” Sonja said when Velma, Mary, and Trish arrived for their shift. “Come by when you have a chance, and we can talk about our next step with the investigations,” Sonja said.

“I’ll be over in a little while,” Anna promised.

As the women were leaving, Rosie stopped as if she had forgotten something. “Did you see that poll everyone is talking about? It’s about the sprinkles vs. jimmies debate. Someone created a poll on social media and tagged your ice cream shop.”

Anna and her staff laughed.

“We know exactly who did that,” Velma said.

“I’ll look for it,” Anna said. “Actually, it could turn out to be a good thing. A lighthearted poll could be good publicity for the store.”

“Hundreds of people have taken it so far,” Rosie said. “Bella’s Dream is definitely getting some extra exposure.”
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Anna and her staff opened the shop, and they chatted about their summer plans while they waited for the first customers to arrive. Anna caught them up on the murder investigations and her English Garden, which was growing in even more nicely than last year, thanks to Wanda’s knowledgeable assistance. Trish relayed some of her escapades with her high school friends, who she loved catching up with when she was home on break.

After lunch, Anna took a walk over to Sonja’s coffee shop for a pick-me-up and to check in on the case. She ordered a large coffee and sat at a small table in the corner until Sonja was able to join her.

“I was about to come over to see you. I just got off the phone with Ethan. He’s usually so upbeat, but he’s really depressed right now. He’s afraid that if word gets out, nobody will hire him. He’s more anxious than ever to get his name cleared.”

“Has anyone cancelled any excursions with him recently?”

“No, but business is slower than it should be,” Sonja said. “He hasn’t been able to reach Brenda, but Graham should be at the yacht club this afternoon. Ethan wondered if we could meet him there to talk with him.”

“Sure, I can break away from work.”

“Perfect. Ethan said he usually arrives at 2:00 on Fridays. I’ll come over to Bella’s Dream a little before that, and we can drive over together.”

“All right. I’ll see you in a little while.” Anna was glad to have a distraction from her own worries. She took the rest of her coffee back to her ice cream shop. A few minutes later, Sonja was there.

Anna glanced at the strawberry ice cream cone clock on the wall. “I thought we had another hour before we were supposed to leave.”

“Ethan just texted me. He said that the mysterious woman is at the yacht club right now. I’m headed there now. He’s keeping an eye on her, but he said he’d wait for me to arrive before he talked to her.”

“I’ll come with you,” Anna said. She turned to Velma and Trish, who were behind the counter.

“We know,” Trish said. “You’re off sleuthing.”

“We’ll see you when you get back. Be safe,” Velma said.

Sonja grabbed Anna by the wrist and pulled her out of the store. “Come on. I’m parked right out front.”

Sonja’s phone pinged with a text as they were getting into the car. “It’s Ethan. He’s on the dock by his boat. He still has eyes on her. He left our names at the door so we could get in.”

Sonja parked in the first spot she could find, and they jumped out of the car. They jogged to the front door but stopped before entering so they wouldn’t attract attention.

“We’re here with Ethan,” Sonja said to the hostess.

“You can go right in,” she said.

Ethan was sitting on the dock, leaning against a post and watching a woman with long dark hair and sunglasses. He waved them over.

“That’s her,” he said, gesturing toward a woman standing by the S.S. Mozzarella.

“It doesn’t look like she’s trying to hide this time,” Anna said.

“You’re right. Let’s go talk to her,” Ethan said.

The three of them made a beeline for the woman. Anna was afraid they were going to intimidate her, but she barely noticed them.

“Hi,” Ethan said. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

The woman nodded.

Ethan extended his hand. “I’m Ethan.”

“Brenda.”

He glanced at Graham’s boat. “Are you waiting for Graham Matthews?”

Her eyes darted past them. “Yes. We had planned to go out for a ride.”

“It’s a perfect day for it,” Anna said. “We were thinking of doing the same. Ethan runs a charter company.”

“You look familiar,” Ethan said. “I’m trying to remember if I’ve seen you here. Are you friends with Graham?”

She swallowed hard. “I work for Graham, but I don’t think we’ve ever met. This is my first time at the yacht club.”

Ethan studied Brenda’s face, and she began to fidget with her bracelet.

Anna turned around when she heard the echo of heavy footsteps on the metal dock. Graham was waving at Brenda. “Sorry I’m late. I’m so glad you made it.”

“Well, hello,” Graham said, when he noticed Anna, Sonja and Ethan. “Are you going out for a ride today, as well?”

“We were thinking about it,” Ethan said.

“I see you met Brenda, my general manager.”

“I was just telling her that she looked familiar,” Ethan said. “But Brenda assures me that she’s never been here.”

“Oh, right. Yes. You must be confusing her with someone else. She has one of those faces. Or perhaps you saw her in one of my stores. She oversees all three locations.”

Brenda shifted her weight, and Ethan glanced at her again. “That must be it,” he said.

Anna was just thinking how unfortunate it was that they were both together. She really wanted to talk to Brenda alone, and they also needed to talk to Graham again, as well. But they couldn’t do that if they were together.

Ethan seemed to read her mind. “Graham, would it be okay if I talked to you in private for a moment?”

Graham glanced at his watch. “I suppose. But I can’t spare too much time. We have some strategic planning to get done this afternoon.”

“Go ahead,” Brenda said. “We’re waiting for Ned, anyway. He’s the manager of our top store.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Graham said. “We should give Ned a few more minutes.”

Graham and Ethan traversed the dock and disappeared inside the building.

“I’m sure you heard what happened to Bernard and Joan,” Anna said.

Brenda clenched her fists. “I did. What are the chances that two people from the same company would be murdered just one week apart?”

“We thought the same thing,” Sonja said. “They didn’t seem to have a personal connection, so their deaths must be connected to their business.”

“Since you are competitors, can you think of anyone who might have had a motive to kill them?” Anna asked.

She glanced past the women again. “I really couldn’t tell you. I didn’t know either of them very well. I only started working for Graham less than a year ago, so I’ve only met them a few times, if that.”

“We heard that Graham was upset because he believed that Bernard stole his app,” Anna said.

Her attention snapped back to Anna and Sonja. “How did you know about that?”

“Word gets around quickly in a small town,” Anna said, hoping that answer would satisfy Brenda. “According to Graham, that type of cutthroat behavior wasn’t uncommon for Bernard. I’m sure there were many people who had an ax to grind with him.”

“But the killer would need to have been in the vicinity of Bernard’s boat the day he died, and also at the yacht club the day Joan was murdered,” Sonja said. “There aren’t very many people who fit that bill.”

“I suppose you’re right. Well, hopefully the police will figure it out soon enough, and we can all feel safer,” she said, turning towards Graham’s boat.

Anna and Sonja started to follow her when a man, whom they assumed to be Ned, called Brenda’s name. She breathed a deep sigh of relief.

“Hello, Ned. I’m so glad you could make it.”

“Graham makes meetings hard to refuse when he conducts them aboard the S.S. Mozzarella,” he said with a chuckle.

Brenda laughed loudly. “He does know how to get people to a meeting.” The tension seemed to have left her body.

“Congratulations on your trophy last week,” Ned said to Brenda.

She smiled proudly. “Thanks.”

“Do you race yachts?”

Brenda laughed again. “No. I would feel funny competing against my boss. Ned and I belong to a bowling league. We play at Lenny’s Lanes on Saturdays.”

“I don’t think Graham would mind,” Ned said. “You should consider racing. You’re a great captain.”

“Do you have a boat here?” Anna asked, confused.

“No. I live in Rockport, so I store my boat there.”

Just then, Graham and Ethan returned from their private discussion. Afterward, Graham, Brenda, and Ned quickly disappeared into the cabin of the S.S. Mozzarella.
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Anna, Sonja, and Ethan left the yacht club and sat on a bench in front of the building where they could speak privately.

“That was good thinking to bring Graham inside,” Anna said to Ethan.

“I was trying to figure out a way for you to question Brenda without Graham around, and I thought it would be less threatening for Graham if I talked to him alone. So I killed two birds with one stone.”

Anna and Sonja recounted their conversation with Brenda. “I wish we had been more productive. She seemed nervous the whole time we were talking to her, and she got even more nervous when we brought up the murders.”

“I agree,” Sonja said. “She was so relieved when Ned arrived.”

“Do you think she could be protecting Graham?” Ethan asked.

“They do work together. I can’t help but wonder if they both did it,” Anna said. “If they did, that could explain how she gained access to the yacht club without being a member.”

“And she said that she has a boat that she moors in Rockport. That means she could have been out on the water the day Bernard was killed,” Anna said.

“There were some boats I didn’t recognize that day,” Ethan said. “It’s possible.”

“She definitely stays on the list,” Anna said. “Especially because she was sneaking around the yacht club. So, what did Graham have to say?”

“Not too much. Since Graham was here yesterday when Joan was killed, I asked him if he saw anything unusual. He said he thinks that Zoe did it. He thinks Joan figured out that Zoe killed her father, and that’s why Zoe killed Joan, too.”

“That’s possible, but he could also be trying to remove attention from himself,” Sonja said.

“Either way, it wouldn’t hurt to talk to Zoe again,” Anna said.

“I’m meeting a client in a little while, so I’d better get ready.” Ethan placed his hand on Sonja’s elbow. “I’ll call you later.”

“Sounds good.”

The women hopped into Sonja’s car and drove back to Main Street.

When Anna got back to her shop, she was about to hop behind the counter when she saw Grayson sitting at a booth. She took a moment to compose herself, then slowly walked over to him.

He stood and embraced her.

“I guess I’m not all that surprised to see you here,” Anna said.

“I couldn’t wait until tomorrow.” He looked as if he hadn’t slept since she saw him the night before.

She slid into the booth across from him. “I’m sorry I had to keep such a big secret from you, but…” she started to say.

He held up his hand. “I understand. What I mean is, I understand why you kept it a secret, but I don’t understand why you had to. Why didn’t Bella trust me?” His earnest brown eyes were filled with questions.

“Grayson, I’ve been asking myself the same question ever since I began to suspect that she was alive. She could have told either one of us, or both of us. But whoever drove her into hiding did a number on her. She truly believed that it would put our lives in danger. Having talked with her about it several times, I know she felt it was the only answer. I’ve seen the fear in her eyes. But I can tell you this—it was the hardest thing she ever had to do.”

“I would have gone with her into hiding, you know.”

“I think she knows that. Maybe she didn’t want to ask such a big sacrifice of you. You would have had to leave everyone and everything behind, too.”

“Now that I know she’s alive, it changes everything. I broke up with Kristi.”

Anna flew out of her seat and gave Grayson a huge hug.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten so excited. I truly am sorry your lives were disrupted like this.”

“I just came from her house. I do love Kristi, and I know it’s taking a big risk. But I love Bella more, and it’s not fair to Kristi or me for us to be together under these circumstances.”

“What did you tell her?” Anna asked.

“I didn’t have to say much. She assumed I realized that I still wasn’t ready to move on after Bella. She thinks that seeing you brought old memories back, so I let her believe that. I know I made the right choice.”

“As nervous as I am about facing Bella on Sunday, I’m still glad you found out before it was too late.”

“We’re going to bring her home,” he said. “Now that I know, I want to do everything I can to help. I want to come with you on Sunday to Maine. I have to see her.”

“I don’t know, Grayson. I should warn her first.”

He shook his head. “I can’t wait that long. And you said you were going to work out a plan to bring her home. I want to be part of that. Again, I’m not taking no for an answer, Anna.”

“I won’t argue. How can I? When I learned that she was alive, wild horses couldn’t have kept me away. As much as I want to wait so Bella can get used to the idea of you knowing, I understand that you need to see her. Meet me at my house on Sunday morning. I’m going to an early Mass, and we’ll be leaving for Maine at 9:00.”

“I’ll come to Mass with you. I have a lot to pray about and to thank God for. But I still have so many questions.”

“We’ll have plenty of time on our drive up to Camden for you to ask anything you want to.”

“There’s only one thing I need to know right now. Do you think she’s still in love with me?”

Anna didn’t even have to think. “I know she is.”

He burst into a smile. “I can’t wait to see her.”

She longed to tell her mother that Grayson might still become her son-in-law after all, but she shook the thought from her head.

After Grayson left, Anna grabbed a rag and wiped down a few tables.

When she finished, she was surprised to see Zoe enter the shop. When she looked at the young woman more closely, it was obvious that she was upset.

“Hello, Zoe,” Anna said.

“Hi, Anna. I remembered that you owned an ice cream shop near the cove, and I hoped you’d be here.”

She put down the rag. “You found me. Is there something I can help you with?”

“I wanted to talk to you about my father. I have a theory about who might have killed him.”
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Anna studied Zoe’s expression. There was an urgency in her eyes that wasn’t present the last time they spoke. “Would you like to sit down?”

They went back to the booth where Anna and Grayson had just been sitting.

“How can I help you?”

Zoe yanked a napkin from the black metal dispenser, even though she didn’t have any food. “I remembered that you and your friends were asking questions about my father’s murder.”

“And now Joan Campos’s murder,” Anna said.

Zoe began tearing the napkin into small pieces. “You probably think I killed them both, but I swear I didn’t.”

“I’m not going to lie, Zoe. Everyone knows that you had a rocky relationship with your father. He was trying to force you into the burger business, and he threatened to take away the home he bought you if you didn’t join the family business.”

“My father never would have followed through with that threat, you know. His bark was a lot worse than his bite, at least when it came to me. We had our rocky patches, but I moved to Seagull Cove because he was here. Our relationship wasn’t as bad as everyone thinks. I was working through my anger.”

Anna looked skeptically at Zoe while recalling how carefree she seemed sunbathing on her boat just days after her father’s death.

“If Joan figured out that you killed your father, that would be a motive to kill her, too,” Anna said. She was trying to draw out a raw reaction.

“That’s not what happened!”

A customer glanced over.

“Please keep your voice down,” Anna said.

“I’m sorry. I don’t blame you for thinking that.”

“What is it you came here to tell me? You said you thought you knew who your father’s killer was.”

“I think you need to take a closer look at Graham Matthews. When I went to my father’s office to clean out his personal possessions, I heard Joan talking with Allegra. She said she thought Graham killed my father over the app. I think she might be right, because when my father and I were having dinner at the yacht club one time, Graham started screaming at him. I don’t agree with what my father did. His business practices were cutthroat, which was part of why I didn’t want anything to do with his work. But he didn’t deserve to die over it. He really believed that all was fair in love and war, and he considered business to be war. He would always talk about survival of the fittest and all that.”

“So, you think that Graham killed your father over the app and then he killed Joan because she figured out that he was the killer?”

Zoe glanced into the distance. When she looked back at Anna, her eyes were moist. “I don’t know, but I think you should look into it.”

She was either a good actress, or she was experiencing a delayed reaction to her father’s death.

“Have you told the police about your theory?” Anna asked.

“I’m still a suspect, so I doubt they’d believe me. That’s why I came to you. I heard that you were talking to folks at the yacht club this morning, so I figured you were still investigating.”

Or you thought you’d throw us off by accusing Graham and casting the attention off yourself.

“Have you talked to Graham?” Zoe asked.

“Ethan spoke with him this morning. He and some members of his staff were having a meeting on his boat.”

“I saw them out on the water this afternoon,” Zoe said.

Anna was about to end the conversation when, on a whim, she decided to ask Zoe about Brenda.

“Have you ever heard of a woman named Brenda Knight?”

“Is she another suspect?” Zoe asked.

“We’re not sure. She was seen sneaking around the yacht club. She works for Graham.”

“I don’t think I know her. What does she look like?”

“She’s probably in her early forties with long, dark hair.”

Zoe’s eyes widened. “Is she tall and thin?”

Anna nodded.

“I think I saw her having dinner with my father the Saturday before he died. I stopped at the Sand Dollar Grille for some takeout, and he was sitting at a table with a woman who matches that description.”

“Did it look like a business meeting?”

“I don’t know. She went to the ladies’ room, and my father came over to say hello. She wasn’t back by the time I picked up my food and left. I assumed he was on a date, but I suppose it could have been a business meeting. Do you think she could have killed him?”

“We’re just trying to learn more about her for now. Brenda told us that she barely knew your father when we spoke with her earlier today. I wonder if we’re talking about the same person.”

Anna did a quick search on a couple of social media sites to find a photo of Brenda, but she came up empty.

“What are you doing?” Zoe asked

“Looking for Brenda’s picture online.” Next, she went to the website for The Saucy Slice. Brenda’s bio was there, but no picture. There was a photo gallery on the website, so Anna scrolled through some photos, and she finally found her in a picture that was taken at the grand opening of their newest location.

“Here she is,” Anna said, sliding her phone across the table.

The color drained from Zoe’s face. “That’s the same woman. Why would she lie about knowing my father if she wasn’t the killer? She must have done it.”

Zoe began to tremble, so Anna reached across the table and squeezed her forearm. “I’m going to look into it, Zoe. There could be another explanation for her strange behavior.”

“If I give you my phone number, will you keep me posted?” Zoe asked.

“Sure,” Anna said. But it was more because she wanted to reach Zoe if she had any more questions than because she planned to let her in on the details of the investigation.

Zoe texted Anna so she would have her contact information. “Just don’t call on Saturday. I’m going to spread my father’s ashes. I have to go.” She stood abruptly and left.

As soon as she was out the door, Anna called Sonja.

“Zoe just stopped by, and we had an interesting chat," she said, filling Sonja in on their conversation. "Do you want to take a walk with me up to the Sand Dollar Grille? I know the owner, Raymond Palmer. Maybe he can confirm if Bernard and Brenda actually had dinner. Zoe was convincing, but I’m still not sure she wasn’t making it up."

“I’ll be over as soon as I can,” Sonja said.

A half hour later, they headed up the street to the Sand Dollar Grille.
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Anna and Sonja turned right on Main Street from Bella’s Dream and headed on foot toward the Sand Dollar Grille to talk to the owner, Raymond Palmer.

He was chatting with the hostess when the women arrived. “Hi there, ladies,” he said with a bright smile. “How wonderful to see you both.”

“Two for dinner?” the hostess asked.

“Actually, we’re not here to eat,” Anna said.

The hostess gave Raymond a confused glance, but he only chuckled. “I think I understand. Considering there have been two murders in town over the past couple of weeks, I have a feeling I know why you’re here. And I have an alibi for both.”

This time it was Sonja who gave Anna a confused look. But Anna waved away his comment. “Raymond will not let me live down the fact that he was on my list of suspects for the first murder I helped solve in town.”

Sonja laughed. “Now I understand.”

“You know that I can’t pass up an opportunity to rib you about that,” Raymond said.

“For the record, I was brand new to town at the time and didn’t know that Raymond was such a pillar of the community.”

“All is forgiven, especially when you say kind things like that.”

A young couple came in, so the hostess left to bring them to a table. Anna, Sonja, and Raymond stepped into an empty section near the bar.

“Let me guess. Somewhere in your sleuthing escapades you heard that Bernard Davenport was in here eating on the Saturday before he was murdered.”

“You guessed it,” Anna said. “We heard he was in here with a woman, who we think is Brenda Knight, and we wanted to know if that was true.”

“I don’t know the woman’s name, but she was tall and thin with dark hair.”

Anna showed Raymond a photo of Brenda on her phone. “Is this the woman?”

He glanced at the screen. “Yes, that’s her. Do you think she’s the one who killed him?”

“We don’t know, but it’s possible. Do you remember if their conversation seemed friendly?”

“I mean, it really did. I assumed they were on a date. Nothing happened that led me to believe they were enemies. Of course, I could have misread the whole thing. Saturday nights are busy here, so I wasn’t paying close attention.”

“But they didn’t argue or anything like that?” Sonja asked.

“Not that I noticed.”

“Think back,” Anna said. “Are you sure there wasn’t anything at all unusual about their conversation?”

Raymond shook his head. “I definitely would have gone to the police if I thought there had been, since he ended up being murdered six days later. They just looked like two people getting to know each other. I wish I could be more help.”

“You have been, Raymond. Thanks for your time,” Anna said.

The women took their time making their way back to their businesses.

“At least we know they were together the week before Bernard was murdered,” Sonja said.

“And we know that Brenda lied to us. She insisted that she didn’t know Bernard, even though they enjoyed a friendly dinner together the weekend before his death. But why would she have killed him? I wonder if something happened between the time of their dinner and his murder that gave her a motive.”

“Do you think they could have been secretly dating, because she worked for a competing company?” Sonja asked.

“Graham certainly would not have been pleased if they were. But if that were the case, why would they have dinner in a public place?”

“You’re right. It doesn’t add up,” Sonja said. “First, she was seen sneaking around the yacht club and apparently spying on Bernard. Then she tells us she barely knows him. And now we find out they had dinner together.”

“We’re missing something,” Anna said.

“She could have been playing Bernard,” Sonja said. “You know, pretending to be his friend to glean information.”

“I don’t know. He strikes me as a man who would have been difficult to play. Maybe it was the other way around. Maybe Bernard was trying to get Brenda to betray Graham in some way. He could have been playing her.”

“We need more information,” Sonja said.

They stopped walking when they reached Cove Coffee. “We need to confront Brenda, but it needs to be in a safe place. She could be the killer,” Anna said.

“It’s been a long day, and it’s getting late. Things might seem clearer after a good night’s sleep,” Sonja suggested.

“That’s true. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

Anna went back to Bella’s Dream, but business was slow, so she took the rest of the evening off. After feeding Casper, she decided to take the longer way home to clear her thoughts. She tried to formulate a plan to talk to Brenda, but her mind kept jumping back to Grayson and Bella. Sunday was quickly approaching, and a lump formed in her stomach when she thought of arriving at Camden Manor with Grayson.

Her thoughts also drifted toward Jeremy, who was at Seth’s wake tonight. She said a prayer for him as she walked up the steps of her front porch.

“Hello. Anna?”

She turned around, startled. It was Wanda.

“I called your name twice before you heard me. Are you okay?”

“I’m sorry about that. I guess I have a lot on my mind.”

Wanda marched up Anna’s porch and pulled out a chair. “Take a load off and tell me about it.”

Anna smiled as she remembered how prickly Wanda had been when she first moved here. After the tragic death of her son Danny in a car accident, she had put up a thick wall. She and her husband Daniel, who still lived in the Victorian home across the street from Mile Long Beach, where they raised their son, had separated. When Anna and Wanda discovered that Danny and Bella had been childhood friends, Wanda’s wall began to crumble. And on Christmas Eve, when Wanda overheard her talking with Joe, Jeremy, and Connie about Bella, she became one of the few people who knew that Bella was alive.

Anna was rooting for Wanda and Daniel’s reconciliation. From her vantage point next door, they seemed to be getting together more frequently. But in her previous career as a counselor, she had seen the death of a child tear several couples apart.

“What’s going on?” Wanda asked.

Anna told her about her dinner in Boston with Jeremy and how Grayson overheard their conversation about Bella.

“So, Grayson knows that your sister is alive?”

“Oh, yeah, he knows. He came to Seagull Cove this morning to tell me that he broke up with his girlfriend.”

“Well, that was his choice. You didn’t tell him to do that.”

“I know. It may be selfish, but I’m glad he did. Before Bella left, I had already begun to think of him as my brother-in-law. It was hard to lose him from my life. I’ve always wanted to tell him that Bella was alive, but she wouldn’t let me. Now, I’m afraid of her reaction. He’s insisting on coming with us to Camden on Sunday.”

Wanda took a deep breath. “Whew, that’s a tough one. Now I understand why you look like you’re carrying the weight of the world.”

“Just the worlds of two people I love.”

“You know that I am a big believer that there aren’t any coincidences in life. When I found out on Christmas Eve that Bella was alive, I believed that Daniel and I were meant to know. What are the odds that you bought the cottage next door from mine and that you turned out to be Bella’s sister? I think you need to trust that it will all work out. You’ve been praying, right?”

Anna was surprised that Wanda mentioned prayer because the last time they talked about it, Wanda was still pretty upset with God. But she decided not to bring that up. “Every day.”

“And you met Joe, a retired P.I., shortly after moving here. Not to mention that Jeremy, a journalist you trust, has also taken an interest. I think that if Grayson found out through no fault of yours, he was meant to know. Imagine if he married this woman when he was still in love with Bella?”

“You’re right, Wanda. I needed to hear that.”

“Anytime. You know, I’ve been angry for so long about losing my son. I was angry at the whole world, especially God. But He and I are on better terms now. I haven’t come back to church, but I’m talking to Him at least. I don’t understand why Danny was taken from us, but I see that God’s been with me all along. I was watching one of those TV preachers a few months ago and he said something that stuck with me. He said, ‘Fear says, ‘What if?’ but faith says, ‘Even if.’”

Anna sat back and let the words sink in. “I like that.”

“No matter what happens on Sunday, it will be okay.”

“I’m so glad you’re my neighbor.”

“Me, too. But there’s one detail about your dinner in Boston that you conveniently left out.”

“What do you mean? I’m pretty sure I told you everything.”

“You didn’t tell me why you were having dinner alone at a nice restaurant in Boston with the handsome Jeremy Russo.”

Anna laughed. “I thought I was going to help a friend through a tough time. He lost a good friend this week. But he told me that he had feelings for me and wanted to know if I felt the same.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I didn’t have a chance to say anything. That’s when Grayson showed up.”

“Do you know what you are going to tell him? A brave gesture like that deserves an equally brave response.”

“It does. And I will give him one. But right now, I just want to get through Sunday.”

“He sounds like a patient man. I’m rooting for the two of you.”

“And I’m rooting for you and Daniel.”

“Touché,” Wanda said with a smile that gave Anna fresh hope for the couple.
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Anna awoke early on Saturday morning, feeling more positive after her conversation with Wanda. She made herself a hearty breakfast of bacon and eggs and then walked to Cove Coffee to check in on Sonja.

Sonja was busy, so she ordered a coffee and brought it to the bench in front of her shop to people watch. Even though it was overcast, plenty of folks were still out and about on Main Street.

A few minutes later, Sonja emerged from her shop and plopped down next to Anna. “What a morning. I thought it would be slow because of the overcast weather, but this is the busiest it’s been all year.”

“People are probably escaping for the weekend,” Anna said. “I’m glad I already started scheduling three employees.”

“Wait until school gets out next week.”

“How are you doing after yesterday?” Anna asked. “We had quite the day.”

“Seriously. Between our conversation with Brenda, Ethan’s chat with Graham, and Zoe coming into your shop to drop that bomb about Brenda and Bernard having dinner the week before he died, we had a lot of information to sift through,” Sonja said.

“I still think our priority should be to confront Brenda,” Anna said.

“I gave it a lot of thought yesterday evening, and I can’t see any other way to proceed, either. But we have to be careful. We’ll need to confront her in a public place.”

“What about her office?” Anna asked.

“That could work, but it’s Saturday. We’d have to wait until Monday to go there. I’d rather not put it off that long.”

They sat in silence for a minute. “Didn’t Brenda say that she was part of a bowling league that met on Saturday mornings?” Anna asked.

“You’re right. She said she bowls at Lenny’s Lanes on Saturdays. I know where that is.” Sonja pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced at the time. “It’s almost 10:00. She’s probably there now. Let me tell my staff that I’ll be out for a while.”

Sonja disappeared into her shop and returned a few minutes later. “Come on. My car is in the alley.”

They hopped into Sonja’s car, and ten minutes later, they arrived at Lenny’s Lanes.

When they got inside, Sonja pointed to a woman who was about to send a ball in the direction of ten candlepins. “There’s Brenda.”

“What size shoes?” one of the teenagers behind the counter asked.

“Is it okay if we watch for a few minutes?” Anna asked.

The young man shrugged. “Sure.”

The women watched as Brenda’s ball landed just to the left of the center pin, knocking them all down except for two. A group sitting to her right cheered, and Brenda pumped her fists in the air. Then she took another ball and effortlessly knocked down the other two pins.

“A spare. Way to go,” a tall, plump man with thin blond hair said.

Brenda finished out the frame by knocking down ten more pins.

“We won!” another woman cried. “You guys owe us brunch,” she said to another group of bowlers sitting a short distance away.

“Good game, everyone,” Brenda said.

The bowlers changed back into their regular shoes. As Brenda was returning her bowling shoes to the counter, she noticed Anna and Sonja. Brenda froze as they moved toward her.

“Could we talk to you for a few minutes?” Anna asked.

She glanced at her team. “It’s not really the best time.”

“It won’t take long.”

“Really, I…”

“We learned that you had a friendly dinner with Bernard Davenport shortly before he was murdered. Why did you tell us that you barely knew him?”

“Is everything okay?” a tall thin woman with long red hair asked.

“Everything’s fine. I’ll meet you at the restaurant.”

Lenny’s Lanes was bustling with activity, so they had to step outside to avoid being overheard. They found a parking lot at the side of the building, where there were just enough people for Anna to feel safe.

“That dinner wasn’t what it looks like,” Brenda said. “I swear, I didn’t hurt Bernard.”

“Then why did you tell us that you barely knew him when you just had dinner with him? According to our source, you two seemed pretty cozy at the restaurant. And why were you sneaking around the yacht club to spy on Bernard if you already knew him?” Anna asked. “Please don’t tell us that you weren’t. Two people confirmed it.”

She crossed her arms. “Okay. Fine. When I was sneaking around, as you put it, I didn’t know Bernard yet. I was at the yacht club, because Graham sent me to spy on him. He figured that because I wasn’t a member of the yacht club, people wouldn’t know who I was.”

“So, Graham is the one who got you access?”

“He would bring me as a guest, but we would separate once I got in. We only did it a few times.”

“What were you hoping to find by spying on Bernard?”

“Both Bernard and Graham conducted meetings there from time to time. The first time I went, Bernard was meeting with the developer of the app, and Graham wanted me to listen in on the conversation. I don’t know what he was hoping I’d hear. Bernard already owned the app. It was a done deal. But Graham was obsessed with it. He was furious when the app resulted in an uptick in business for The Burger Pit, and he couldn’t let it go. I agreed to spy on him a couple of times, but I quickly regretted it.”

“And how did you end up having dinner with Bernard?”

“Bernard recognized me. I think he was actually amused by the whole thing. He approached me, and I had no choice but to come clean. Oddly enough, Bernard saw my initiative as a strength. He said he was impressed that I was willing to go the extra mile for my boss. The ironic thing is that I would never do anything like that again. I instantly regretted it.”

“So, you became friends with Bernard?”

“Not exactly. When Bernard and I went to dinner the week before he died, he was trying to recruit me. He wanted me to leave The Saucy Slice and come to work at The Burger Pit. He realized I wasn’t happy working for Graham. I told him I’d think about it, because by that time, I had seen a side of Graham that I didn’t like, and I was considering leaving the company, anyway.”

Anna studied Brenda. She could be telling the truth, but with Bernard gone, there was no way to verify her story.

“Even if I killed Bernard, which I didn’t, why would I kill Joan?”

“Because she figured out that you killed her partner,” Anna offered.

She shook her head. “I’m telling you the truth. I didn’t do it. Although, I’m afraid that Graham did. The reason I wasn’t truthful with you before was because I’m afraid of Graham’s temper. I don’t dare make a move at this point—not until he is either behind bars, or it’s proven that he didn’t do it. I haven’t let on to anyone that I suspect him. I didn’t tell the police or you, because if he did already kill two people, I don’t want to be his third victim.”

“Do you know where Graham is now?” Anna asked. “I think we should talk to him again.”

“It’s Saturday morning, so he’s probably at the yacht club. But please don’t tell him you spoke with me.”

They gave her their word in case she was telling the truth.

“Ethan’s also at the yacht club,” Sonja said after Brenda left. “He texted me this morning to say he was going over early to try to take his mind off things.”

“We should probably head over there to fill Ethan in,” Anna said. “I’m not sure if I believe Brenda, but if she’s telling the truth, we should warn him. At the very least, he can keep an eye on Graham.”
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Sonja texted Ethan to let him know they were on their way to the yacht club. He met them at the hostess station and accompanied them inside. “What’s so important that we had to talk now?”

Sonja had already filled him in on Anna’s conversation with Zoe and their conversation with Raymond, so they only had to tell him about their trip to the bowling alley.

“Do you believe Brenda was telling the truth?” Ethan asked.

“It really did seem like she was afraid of Graham,” Anna said. “If she truly thought he was the killer, I can see why she wouldn’t have told us or the police. The more I think about it, her actions may have looked suspicious, but as the general manager, she doesn’t have a strong motive to kill Bernard. It’s not like she owns The Saucy Slice.”

“It sounds like Graham is your top suspect,” Ethan said.

“I’d say so. Although I’m still not convinced that Zoe wasn’t faking her newfound grief over her father’s death. I wish we could set some sort of trap to help us determine whether Graham is guilty. If he isn’t, then I think Zoe is the next logical suspect.”

“That sounds like a smart move, but what kind of trap could we set?” Ethan asked.

“One that wouldn’t be dangerous,” Sonja added.

“What if we convinced Graham that we think we know who the killer is, but we need to go back to the cove where Bernard was killed to confirm it,” Anna said. “We couldn’t tell him directly, but if we made sure that he overheard that conversation we can see if he follows us.”

“But what reason would we have for going back to the cove?” Ethan asked. “It’s not like there’s any evidence remaining. The police couldn’t even find the murder weapon.”

“Leave that to me,” Anna said. “Just take me to where Graham can overhear our conversation and follow my lead.”

“That’s easy,” Ethan said. “His boat is next to mine, and I think I saw him go aboard a few minutes ago.”

They went straight to Ethan’s boat and fortunately, the S.S. Mozzarella was still in its slip. They sat on the bow, where they would be easily overheard.

“I’m telling you guys,” Anna said in a slightly louder voice than normal. “I know who killed Bernard.”

“Are you sure?” Sonja asked. “Can you prove it?”

“I’m positive. It all makes sense now. Ethan, can you take me to the cove where Bernard was killed? I need to check something out to confirm my suspicions. Then we’ll go straight to the police.”

“Sure thing,” Ethan said. “Let’s go right now.”

Ethan slowly backed his boat away from the dock, while Anna and Sonja glanced over to see if Graham was following. But his boat remained in its slip.

“Are you sure he heard us?” Sonja whispered.

“Easily,” Ethan said. “Let’s give him some time. I’ll move slowly.”

Ethan turned his boat and gradually put distance between them and the yacht club. Then he turned right toward the cove.

“Look, Graham is reversing out of his slip. I think he’s going to follow us,” Sonja said after a few more minutes.

Five minutes later, they arrived at the cove where Bernard was murdered.

“There’s a little boat drifting around out there,” Ethan said.

“Isn’t that Zoe’s boat?” Anna asked as they got closer.

“I think it is,” Ethan said. “I’m surprised she’s here on such an overcast day. She’s not usually out unless it’s warm and sunny.”

Anna glanced over her shoulder. Graham was still following them.

When they got closer, they could see Zoe sitting cross-legged on the bow of the boat embracing an ornate container.

“That’s definitely Zoe. What is she holding?” Ethan asked.

“I’ll bet she’s scattering her father’s ashes,” Anna said. “When we talked yesterday, she said she would be doing that today.”

“Why would she scatter his ashes at the location where he was murdered?” Sonja asked.

Ethan shrugged. “Bernard came out here a lot. Everyone knows it was his favorite spot.”

“That’s likely how the killer knew he would be here. Graham would have known,” Anna said.

“Should we give her some privacy? She looks like she’s having a moment,” Sonja said.

Anna glanced back at Graham’s boat. “It’s too late to turn back now.” She kept her eyes on Zoe. “She does look genuinely upset, and she doesn’t seem to notice we’re here. I’m more convinced than ever that she wasn’t faking her grief yesterday. It doesn’t look like she’s the killer.”

Ethan slowed the boat. As they approached Zoe, her eyes were vacant and her face was streaked with tears.

“Are you all right, Zoe?” Anna asked. Ethan’s boat practically touching hers.

She looked up, then let her gaze drift past them toward the horizon. “I brought my father to his final resting place. I just scattered his ashes along his favorite cove. I couldn’t think of a better spot. But what are you guys doing out here on a day like this? I chose today, because I didn’t think there’d be many boats on the water. I didn’t want anyone to see me.”

“We were discussing your father’s murder, and we thought if we came back to the cove, we might think of something we previously missed.”

“I take it you’re as stumped as the police,” Zoe said.

Graham’s boat had now caught up with them. Anna felt a twinge of guilt that they had potentially put Zoe in danger during such a sacred moment.

“Hello, folks,” Graham said.

Zoe eyed him skeptically.

“What brings you out here on such a dreary day?” he asked.

“We’re just out for a little joy ride,” Ethan said.

Graham narrowed his brow and glared at them.

“Look at the rage in his eyes,” Sonja whispered to Anna. “I think he’s the killer.”

Anna searched her mind for a way to get him talking.

Graham nodded toward the urn and forced a sugary smile. “Laying your father to rest? You poor thing. He was such a good man.”

Zoe rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to pretend you liked him. I didn’t even like him a lot of the times, and he was my father.”

“It’s a shame that he and his partner both died so young and so tragically,” Graham said.

“I miss my dad more than I ever thought I would,” Zoe said.

Anna believed that she meant it.

“Although, in hindsight, it’s not completely surprising. My father had a way of making enemies,” she added.

“I suppose you’re right,” Graham said. “But Joan didn’t. I find it so strange that they were both murdered.”

“It’s ironic that she was killed with my father’s racing trophy. Although, one could argue that it was poetic justice if she’s the one who killed him.”

“Poetic justice?” Graham asked.

“My father had a way of always getting in the last word.”

Graham tilted his head and studied Zoe. Why did he look puzzled if he killed Bernard and Joan? Maybe Brenda had been lying, and it was her after all. But her motive didn’t seem strong enough. Could she have had another motive that they didn’t know about?

Zoe couldn’t be the killer. Anna was now confident that she was experiencing grief and not guilt over her father’s death. Yet her eyes seemed cold, even as she clutched the urn.

Anna turned her attention from Zoe to Graham. They needed to find out if the killer was Graham or Brenda. She couldn’t let Zoe distract her. But why couldn’t she shake what Zoe said about the trophy? Her comment didn’t sit right.

She glanced at Ethan, who was staring at Zoe with the same puzzled expression.

Suddenly, Anna realized what bothered her about Zoe’s statement. Anna hadn’t known that Joan was killed specifically with Bernard’s racing trophy—only that the murder weapon had been a trophy. Zoe had just revealed that detail.

At the same moment, a look of recognition crossed Ethan’s face.

She looked at Ethan wide-eyed. “Is it true?” she mouthed. “Was it Bernard’s trophy?”

He nodded vigorously.

Graham also seemed to understand at the same time. He laughed out loud. “Climb aboard, Zoe. It will go better for us if we stick together. We have no choice but to get rid of these three, too.”

Zoe looked confused. She was still dazed as she climbed aboard Graham’s boat, still holding the urn tightly in her arms.

“Oh, my goodness,” Sonja said, also piecing it together. “Zoe killed Joan and…”

Anna and Ethan finished her sentence at the same time. “Graham killed Bernard.”
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“Wait, you killed my father?” Zoe cried. Although she had already climbed aboard Graham’s boat, she apparently hadn’t yet pieced it together. “Are you saying that Joan didn’t kill my father, after all?”

“Listen to me, Zoe. We’re in the same boat now. Quite literally. We have to work as a team to get out of this.”

“I’m not on your team!” she cried. She lunged at Graham with the urn and took a swing, but he ducked, holding up his hands.

“Don’t do that, Zoe.”

“You’re right, Zoe,” Anna said. “Graham killed your father. Don’t help him.”

Graham pulled open the top of one of the seats and pulled out a gun, which he proceeded to point at Anna, Ethan, and Sonja.

Zoe focused on Graham’s gun and began to tremble. Anna couldn’t tell if it was from anger or fear.

“Whose side are you on, Zoe?” Graham growled. “Tell me now!”

“Don’t make this any worse for yourself than it already is,” Anna said to Zoe.

“If we don’t work together, this won’t end well for either of us,” Graham said. “I can get us out of this jam, but you have to stick with me.”

“If I don’t help him, we’ll all be dead,” Zoe said to Anna.

“Good girl,” Graham said. He yanked the urn from her hands and threw it under the seat, where he had just taken the gun from. “You just sit over there. I’ll handle these guys. We’ll both be long gone before anyone finds their bodies.”

Anna couldn’t tell if Zoe wanted to help Graham, or if she was just pretending to go along because she was afraid of him. Either way, there didn’t seem to be much that Zoe could do to help them.

“Listen closely. The three of you are going to come aboard my boat,” Graham said.

“Not a chance,” Ethan yelled. He turned to Anna and Sonja. “We’re getting out of here. It’s our only chance.”

Graham cocked the gun and pointed it straight at Ethan. “No, you’re not. These women can’t navigate your boat. If I kill you, they’re goners, too.”

Ethan scanned his boat. “Get in the water,” he whispered to Sonja and Anna. “You’ll be safest if you hide behind the hull.”

“That won’t work. He’ll kill us all,” Anna said.

“Stop talking and get over here,” Graham snarled. “I’m not going to say it again.”

Anna, Sonja, and Ethan inched their way onto the S.S. Mozzarella. Anna looked into Zoe’s eyes as they passed by her. It was hard to be sure if that icy expression was directed toward Graham or them. Anna scanned the boat for another option, but Graham was in complete control. Their only hope was to disarm him, but that seemed unlikely.

Graham opened another seat next to Zoe and pulled out a stainless steel silencer. Anna had only ever seen one in a movie.

Anna caught Zoe’s eye while Graham was fastening the silencer.

He nudged Ethan to the bow of the boat. Anna gestured toward the seat, where Graham had stashed the urn that had previously contained Bernard’s remains.

Zoe looked as if she were considering her options. Then she nodded slightly. Anna wasn’t sure if she could trust the young woman, but there was no other choice. Ethan was now standing at the tip of the bow.

Anna took a step toward Ethan to draw Graham’s attention away from Zoe. “Don’t do this, Graham. Don’t you dare hurt him.”

“It’s too late. I’m already in it too deep. And so is Zoe.”

“It will go better for you if you go to the police voluntarily,” Anna said.

“Not if I don’t get caught,” he replied.

Anna inched her way toward the bow.

“Please reconsider,” she said, doing her best to stall.

Sonja nodded at Zoe, and Anna said a silent prayer that the young woman wouldn’t betray them.

Zoe flipped open the seat, grabbed the urn and hurled it at Graham’s head. Luckily, her aim was spot on.

It hit Graham square in the back of his head. He wobbled and dropped the gun, which slid into the ocean. Ethan snatched the urn and handed it to Anna. Then he hit Graham hard with a right hook, causing him to fall and smack his head again against the fiberglass floor. Within seconds, he lay motionless on the bow of the S.S. Mozzarella.

“He’s not going anywhere,” Ethan said.

Anna returned the urn to Zoe, who sat down and embraced it, sobbing.

Anna put her arm around the young woman’s shoulders. “Thank you, Zoe.”

She managed a smile between her tears as she held up the urn. “See what I mean? My father always manages to get the last word.”

“We’ll tell the police what you did for us,” Anna said.

The others nodded.

Ethan tied Graham’s wrists together just in case, then released the anchor on his own boat. Zoe did the same on hers. Then he drove them all back to the yacht club in the S.S. Mozzarella while its owner remained unconscious.

Anna called Charlie while they were driving back to shore. It was a solemn ride. She was relieved to see Charlie and two other police officers waiting for them at the dock. They recounted to Charlie what happened out on the water, emphasizing that Zoe had chosen to save their lives when she could have helped Graham or tried to escape.

She was saddened to see Zoe handcuffed and guided into the back of a police car until she thought of poor Joan.

Henrik took Ethan back to his boat so he could drive it to shore. But not before returning Zoe’s boat to her private dock. Everyone agreed that it was the least they could do for her.

When Ethan returned, they went to the police station to give their official statements.

Anna and Sonja needed to decompress after their brush with death, so they headed back to the yacht club with Ethan.

“You never did get to try that cheesecake on the day Bernard died,” Ethan said to Anna. “At least let me buy you dinner and dessert for all you did to clear my name.”

“It seems like an appropriate way to spend the rest of the afternoon,” Anna said.
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When they returned to the yacht club, they requested a table on the deck, since the sun was peeking through the clouds. Anna ordered a BLT with sweet potato fries, while Sonja and Ethan were in the mood for a burger. Now that the excitement of the day was wearing off, she realized she hadn’t eaten lunch, and her appetite returned with a vengeance.

Ethan looked like a new man as he and Sonja held hands, both grinning. Now that Ethan’s name had been cleared, Anna could rejoice in her friends’ happiness.

Word had quickly spread throughout the yacht club that the trio had solved both cases, and several members stopped by to thank them. But for some, it was only a thinly veiled excuse to try to squeeze more details out of them.

While they were eating, the hostess came over. “Brenda Knight is at the door. She would like to speak with you. Is it all right if I show her to your table?”

“Absolutely,” Ethan said.

Brenda made a beeline for their table and sat at the empty chair. “I’m so relieved that the three of you are okay. The police just left our offices. They told us the gist of what happened, and that Graham and Zoe had both been arrested. You must have been terrified out there.”

They recounted the whole story to Brenda, including how Zoe helped them to escape from Graham.

“By the way, we’re sorry for the whole accusing-you-of-murder thing,” Ethan said.

“No hard feelings. With all of the secrets I was trying to keep, I can understand why you suspected me.”

“Zoe was the one who told me that she saw you having dinner with her father the night before he died,” Anna said. “When she came into my ice cream shop, I showed her your picture and asked if she recognized you. At that point I was starting to believe that she didn’t kill her father. Her grief seemed genuine. When I showed her your photo, her whole demeanor changed, and she practically started to tremble. I thought it was because she realized she might be looking at a picture of her father’s killer, but in hindsight, she was likely upset because she realized that she might have killed Joan for no reason.”

“Which she did,” Ethan said. “But the killer was Graham, not you.”

“I’m just glad everything got straightened out and the right people are behind bars,” Brenda said.” It’s terrifying to think that if Zoe had suspected me first, I could have been the one she murdered.”

Anna’s phone, which was sitting on the table, pinged. “It’s Charlie. He stopped by my ice cream shop and is wondering where I am. He probably wants to give us an update. I’ll tell him we’re here.”

Within ten minutes, the detective was dragging another chair to their table and ordering an iced tea.

Many of the patrons glanced over and began whispering.

“How are the three of you holding up?” Charlie asked.

“Ethan is thrilled to have his name cleared,” Sonja said.

“I can’t believe we didn’t realize there were two killers,” Anna said. “I thought for sure there was only one, until we were out on that boat.”

“We owe Zoe a debt of gratitude,” Ethan said. “I hope the police will take into consideration that she helped us.”

“We’ll pass everything along to the district attorney. It may persuade the judge to go lighter on her sentence. Since Joan’s murder wasn’t premeditated, she won’t be charged with first degree murder.”

“So, she didn’t plan it?” Ethan asked.

Charlie shook his head. “As it turns out, she just happened to be at the yacht club cleaning out her father’s locker when she ran into Joan. At that point, she was convinced that Joan had killed her father. The reality of Bernard’s death was just starting to sink in, and Joan was bragging about all the changes she was going to make in the company. Unfortunately, the trophy case was being cleaned and one of the workers left it unlocked when he went on his break. In a moment of rage, she took one of her father’s trophies, lured Joan outside, and struck her with it.”

“What a tragedy this turned out to be,” Sonja said. “Two lives have ended, and two people are behind bars.”

“Zoe has a long road ahead of her,” Charlie said.

“There are also two local restaurant chains that could cease to exist,” Anna said. “I wonder who, if anyone, will take those over.”

“I sure hope they don’t close,” Sonja said.

Charlie shrugged. “Maybe Brenda will take over The Saucy Slice. She’s the most experienced in the company. As for The Burger Pit, since both Bernard and Joan are gone, I guess only time will tell.” Charlie stood up. “It’s time for me to go. I just wanted to make sure you were all right, since I was busy when you gave your statements.”

As Charlie was about to leave, Babs and Lizzie, who were seated a few tables away, came over. They were wearing matching ‘#TeamJimmies’ t-shirts.

Anna laughed. “I see Babs finally wore you down.”

“Can you believe over one thousand people filled out that online poll?” Lizzie said. “It seems Massachusetts folks have strong feelings about this.”

“Absolutely,” Charlie said. “Team Jimmies all the way,” he said as he left.

“That’s what I was trying to tell you, Lizzie.” She gestured to her friend’s t-shirt. “Now you’re officially a local.”

“Smart move,” Anna whispered to Lizzie as Babs turned to head back to their table.

Lizzie smiled and nodded. “I know.”

After their sandwiches, they got three thick slices of blueberry cheesecake and spent the rest of the afternoon fielding questions about their harrowing experience. In one afternoon, Ethan went from murder suspect to yacht club celebrity. Several people even promised to help promote his business.

He seemed to be almost as happy about that as he was about his budding relationship with Sonja.

Shortly before they were about to leave, Anna received a text from Jeremy.

I heard you solved the yacht club murders.

Anna answered, Word travels fast! It was quite the experience. I’ll fill you in tomorrow.

It always is. Are you ready to face Bella? Jeremy’s reply came right away.

As ready as I’ll ever be. How are you doing?

I’m hanging in there. I’ll see you tomorrow.

She took a deep breath and asked Sonja if she’d mind leaving since they had come in one car. “I have a long day tomorrow, and I’m ready to head home.”

“Me too,” Sonja agreed.

Ethan walked them to the door. “Thank you for everything, Anna. I’ll never forget it.”

On the way home, Sonja dropped Anna off at Bella’s Dream so she could check in with her staff before calling it a night. Tomorrow would be a big day, and she wanted to be well rested.
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On Sunday morning, Grayson picked Anna up at her cottage in his beige Audi convertible, and they drove together to Holy Family Church for the 7:00 Mass. Then they went back to Anna’s house for pancakes. Just as they finished loading the dishwasher, Jeremy and Joe arrived.

Anna and Grayson hopped into the backseat of Jeremy’s car. On their way to Camden, Grayson fired question after question at Anna, Jeremy, and Joe about how they found Bella and their progress in solving Rebecca Crenshaw’s case. He didn’t stop until he was satisfied that he had heard every detail.

When they finished answering his questions, Grayson sat in silence.

Anna squeezed his hand. “I know. It’s a lot to take in.”

“Thank goodness you followed your instincts. I just can’t believe she was going through all this when we thought she had died. I don’t know why she didn’t tell me. I understand that she couldn’t tell you. If you ran away with her, your parents would have lost two daughters. But I would have gone with her. I swear it, Anna.”

“I don’t think she was thinking clearly. She was terrified for her life, and you probably would have tried to talk her out of it. Plus, I’m sure she couldn’t bring herself to take you from your family. I think she believed that the only way her plan would work was if she didn’t tell a soul. It’s been hard for us, but imagine what it’s been like for her.”

“I sure hope she’s glad to see me,” Grayson said. “So, she’s a life coach now?”

“She wanted to use her psychology background without going back to school. She’s been living under an assumed name, so she couldn’t use her degree.”

“Izzy. That’s clever.”

“She’s so ready to come home. We just need to solve this case. Our agenda for today is to come up with a plan to find Benjamin’s partner.”

“Now that you know all the details of the case, you can look at it with a fresh set of eyes. The more of us working on this, the better,” Jeremy said. “We can do this.”

“We have to,” Grayson said.

They drove in silence for a while, giving Grayson more time to absorb everything. They stopped at a gas station to use the restroom and purchase some snacks, then Grayson and Anna recounted old stories for the rest of the drive. It felt so good to laugh over old times with Grayson.

“Remember the blind date that Bella and I tried to set you up on?” Grayson asked.

That caught Jeremy’s attention. He glanced in the rearview mirror waiting for the story.

“Bella and I thought it was time for Anna to date after losing her fiancé in a car accident a few years before. So, we set her up with my friend, Chase.”

“I don’t know what you guys were thinking. We had nothing in common, but the worst part was the karaoke bar we went to after dinner.”

Grayson broke into a belly laugh. “Chase still feels badly to this day that he insisted Anna sing a duet with him.”

“He was tone deaf and completely unaware of that fact. He confidently belted out an entire song. I don’t have the best voice in the world, either, but he actually made me sound good.”

“I guess we loved you both so much that we hoped you’d hit it off. It didn’t occur to us that you were a complete mismatch.”

“Or how about when you tried to teach Bella and me how to windsurf?” Anna asked.

“I thought it would be a breeze because you were both so athletic, but you spent the whole afternoon in the water.”

“I was so sore that I never got around to trying again,” Anna said.

Grayson smiled through the tears that had welled in his eyes. “Maybe I can still give you both that second lesson.”

“How did you and Bella meet?” Jeremy interjected.

“We went to college together, but we never met until our fifteenth high school reunion.”

“From that point on, they were inseparable,” Anna said.

As they drew closer to Camden Manor, Anna’s nerves got the best of her. She took several slow, deep breaths, but it didn’t help.

They finally arrived and walked up to the majestic building. They signed in and headed toward the sunroom, where they normally met Bella. As soon as they turned onto the hallway, Bella called out from inside the board room, where they would sometimes meet.

“I’m in here,” she said.

Grayson froze at the sound of her voice. Anna put her arm around his shoulders and gently guided him into the room. Jeremy and Joe followed right behind them.

Bella stood speechless when she saw Grayson. She stared at him and didn’t move an inch.

Tears ran down his face and after what seemed like an eternity, but was only a few seconds, Grayson ran to Bella and threw his arms around her.

Nobody dared to speak or move.

Anna tried to gauge Bella’s reaction, but she only saw pure shock on her sister’s face.

They pulled back from each other, and Grayson took both of her hands in his.

“You have to believe me, Bella, it was a complete accident that Grayson learned that you are alive,” Anna said.

“She’s right. But I’m so glad I found out.”

Anna wanted to blurt out the story, but she sensed that Bella and Grayson needed some time alone. “Why don’t we give you two a few minutes?”

Neither of them said a word, so Anna, Jeremy, and Joe stepped outside and sat on some benches in front of the main entrance.

“What do you think?” Jeremy asked.

“It’s hard to tell. She was still in shock when we left,” Anna said.

Joe looked at her thoughtfully. “I think it’s going to be okay. Remember how she had mixed feelings when we found her? Ultimately, she was glad to have you back in her life. It will probably be the same with Grayson.”

“Who knows?” Jeremy said. “It may even give her more incentive to come home.”

“That’s my hope.”

After fifteen minutes, Grayson poked his head outside.

“Bella wants to talk to us all together.”

When they got back to the board room, Anna saw a fear in Bella’s eyes that she hadn’t noticed before—probably because she was so fixated on Grayson’s and Bella’s reunion.

Anna hugged her sister. “Are you mad?”

Bella returned her embrace. “No,” she whispered. She stepped back and looked at Grayson. A radiant smile spread across her face. “But I need to talk to you. All of you.” Her smile faded. “Please sit down.”

They all sat on the opposite side of the table as Bella. Anna’s heart began to race as an ominous feeling descended upon the room.

“He’s back,” Bella said.

“Who’s back?” Grayson asked.

“You’re stalker?” Anna asked, tasting fear.

“I came early today to spend some extra time with Mrs. Peterson. I had heard that she wasn’t feeling well. She gave me a handwritten note in an envelope with my name on it. She said that it’s from a friend of mine.”

She handed an envelope to Anna, who removed the note and read it aloud.

“Izzy, I know where you are. You can run but you can’t hide. Don’t you dare go to the police.”

“Give me that,” Joe said, looking it over. “It’s a handwriting sample.”

“He was in this building?” Anna asked.

“No,” Bella said. “That’s the worst part. It was tucked inside a larger envelope, which he mailed to Mrs. Peterson.” Bella took a manilla envelope from her purse, unfolded it, and handed it to Anna. “Look at the postmark.”

“It was sent from Wyndham, New Hampshire last week,” Anna said. “That’s where our parents live!”

“He’s sending me a message, and he chose to send it through Mrs. Peterson. He wants me to know that he knows who and where my family and friends are, and that he knows my assumed name. I have to get out of town,” Bella said. “I’m too afraid to stay in Camden now, and if I leave, it will prove to him that I’m taking his threat seriously. It’s the best way to protect everyone.”

“Not again, Bella,” Anna said.

Grayson got up and sat next to Bella. He wrapped his arms around her. “I just found you. I’m not going to lose you. I’m coming with you.”

She leaned her head against his chest. “You can’t. You have a business to run and a very successful one, from what Anna tells me.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll put the pieces together when we get back. What if I never see you again?”

“I promise I’ll call you when I get to where I’m going. I’ll get a burner phone when I get to my new temporary home. And I mean temporary home. I trust that you guys are going to solve the case so this nightmare can end. I set up my business online so I could relocate at a moment’s notice. I always knew this day might come. I’ll be okay. It will be safer if I travel alone.”

“Please at least tell us where you’re going,” Grayson said. “How else can we know how to tell you when it’s safe to come home?”

“I don’t even know where I’m going. I’m going to get in my car and figure it out. It’s best this way. If all else fails, I’ll read the Seagull Cove Chronicle every week, because Jeremy will write about it when you solve the case.”

“I understand why you don’t want Grayson or Anna to go with you, but let me come,” Joe said. “I can protect you. I’m single and retired, so I have no ties at home.”

“That’s a great idea,” Jeremy said.

Bella shook her head. “I need you to stay here to work with these guys to find Rebecca and Benjamin’s killer. You have the most investigative experience. I thought this through before you got here. I’m going back to my apartment tonight to pack up a few belongings, but Anna, I want you to clear out the rest of my apartment and bring everything to a storage unit. Take what you want and tell my landlord I had to leave. I’ll leave his number on my fridge. I paid my last month’s rent when I moved in, so there shouldn’t be any problems.”

“All right,” Joe said. “But I’m going to see to it that you get out of town safely. I’ll come with you back to your apartment and spend the night to make sure you’re safe. Then I’ll accompany you out of New England. You can drop me off at a hotel, and Anna will come get me. That way I can make sure you get away without being followed. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

Bella hugged Joe. “Thank you. I won’t object. I’ll call every Sunday at noon if I can to get an update on the case and to let you know I’m safe.”

“And I’ll be in Seagull Cove with Anna waiting for your call every Sunday,” Grayson said, giving her a kiss.

“We should go, then,” Joe said. “Anna, I’ll call you in a few days and let you know where to pick me up. I’ll make sure Bella is a safe distance away.”

“I’ll wait for your call,” Anna said.

Grayson and Bella embraced for a long time.

“You’d better call every week,” he said. “And if you ever feel unsafe, promise you’ll tell me, and I’ll join you.”

“I promise.”

Anna hugged her sister next. “Be careful. I love you and I’ll see you soon.”

Finally, Bella gave Jeremy a hug. “Take good care of my sister.”

“You can count on it.”

Bella looked tenderly at Grayson, then back at the others. “Now that Grayson is back in my life, there’s more riding on this case than ever. I’m counting on you to solve it.”

Anna, Jeremy, and Grayson watched Joe and Bella get into Bella’s white Chevy Malibu.

“Joe’s a good friend,” Grayson said.

Anna nodded. “He’s the best.”

“Salt of the earth,” Jeremy added. “He’ll make sure Bella gets away safely. There’s no chance anyone will follow her out of town if Joe’s with her.”

Bella and Joe drove away, and Grayson slowly walked toward Jeremy’s car, staring at the ground.

Jeremy and Anna gave him some space.

“I was hoping we could resume the conversation we began on Thursday,” Jeremy said to Anna while they made their way to the car. “But with everything that’s happened, I know it’s not a good time. But know that I’ll be waiting patiently.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

He gave her a sweet smile. “Bella was right. There’s more riding on this case now than ever.”

She returned his smile and nodded in agreement. “There sure is.”

The End… of Book 10

Anna’s adventures in Seagull Cove aren’t over yet! Tutti Frutti Tragedy (Book 11) is coming in June 2025!

CLICK HERE to pre-order it today!
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While you wait for A Sprinkle of Death, meet Anna’s cousin, Connie!

When a man plummets seven stories to his death from the balcony next door, Connie learns that murder isn’t great for your property value!

Connie Petretta travels to Florida to sell the beachfront condo she recently inherited from her beloved aunt, but a murder in the apartment next door stalls her plans.

As she tries to prove her neighbor’s innocence, Connie contemplates keeping the condo and opening a jewelry shop in Sapphire Beach, where tourists abound, to showcase her handmade creations. But starting a business would mean walking away from an eleven-year career in humanitarian work, and her overseas contacts have become like family over the years. Will she find a way to combine her love for jewelry making with her passion for humanitarian work and solve the murder in the process?

CLICK HERE to get Condos and Corpses (Book 1) and begin reading the Sapphire Beach Cozy Mystery Series today!

OR

Follow Heather’s journey!

You met Heather in Mango Murder (Book 7). Follow her adventures in the Cape Cod Cozy Mysteries!

Heather hoped her memory would return quickly after her recent car accident, but a week later she still can’t remember a single thing. Fortunately, a new friend arranges for her to live and work at a Cape Cod inn while she gets back on her feet.

When she arrives at the Sand Dune Inn for the first time, she is greeted by a murder scene. But that doesn’t intimidate Heather. She immediately sets out to catch the killer, putting her brand new sleuthing skills to the test.

However, her biggest concern is to figure out why she was traveling without identification and with a recent ex-convict who didn’t survive the crash.

CLICK HERE to get Corpse at a Cape Cod Inn (Book 1) and begin reading the Cape Cod Cozy Mysteries today!


SNEAK PEEK: CONDOS AND CORPSES


"Honey, are you sure you don't want me to stay longer to help you clean out the condo?" Josephine Petretta asked, as her daughter yanked her suitcase from the trunk and dropped it onto the sidewalk outside the JetBlue check-in area at Southwest Florida International Airport.

"I'm positive, Mom," Connie said, giving her mother a grateful hug. "If we go through Auntie Concetta's belongings together, we'll get sidetracked at every photo and memory. I promise to save everything that has sentimental value."

Jo reluctantly pulled up the handle of her own designer suitcase.

"Connie's got this, Mom," Gianna insisted, pulling her own luggage from the trunk and gently embracing her older sister. "Let her do it. It would be too emotional for you, and besides, we have a business to get back to." Jo and Gianna owned a home staging company that they had already been away from for too long.

Connie was grateful that her mom and sister had made the road trip down to Sapphire Beach, Florida, with her, especially since her father had to stay behind in Boston for work. Time passed more quickly during the twenty-four-hour drive with her mother and sister to talk to, even if she had to share the radio. And she needed her car to bring home any possessions the family might want to keep, especially her aunt's extensive scrapbook collection. It was a treasure the family valued now more than ever.

The excursion had also provided a much-welcomed opportunity, now that the probate process was complete, to spend a few final days together in a place that meant so much. Jo’s sister, Concetta, who had been a retired actress before passing away six months prior after a brief battle with colon cancer, had lived in Sapphire Beach for the past fifteen years, and it held precious memories of countless family vacations and holidays.

It would also provide the perfect backdrop for Connie to give some thought to her future. She had treasured every minute of her time with Feeding the Hungry, the non-profit agency where she worked for the past eleven years. She had been an integral part of the small team since the beginning, when her boss and mentor, Sam O’Neil, founded the organization to bring aid to impoverished villages in developing countries. However, lately, since the organization had become more established, site visits were fewer and farther between and much of Connie's time was spent organizing fundraising events, coordinating volunteers, and managing the donor database - worthwhile work for sure, just not the best use of Connie's talents and interests.

In addition, her best friend, Bethany, would soon be getting married and moving to Colorado with her new husband, where they had jobs lined up teaching skiing at one of the resorts. Beth had been itching for a change and with all the time they spent together, it was rubbing off on Connie.

As her mother and sister passed through the large glass doors leading into the terminal, Connie gave them a heartfelt wave. Then she hopped back into her silver Jetta and onto Route 75 South, toward the town of Sapphire Beach and her deceased aunt's oceanfront condo - a condo that now belonged to Connie.

Connie, Jo, and Gianna had been Concetta's only living relatives. She was divorced and never had children, but she always said she couldn't have loved Connie and Gianna any more if they were her own. She left her condo, with its stunning views of the Gulf of Mexico, to Connie, her namesake, while Jo and Gianna inherited her substantial investment portfolio. She also left a hefty sum to Feeding the Hungry. Jo liked to say that the only thing larger than Concetta's personality was her heart.

Within twenty minutes of pulling off the highway, Connie was on Sapphire Beach Boulevard. She rolled down the windows and allowed the clean, salty air to fill her lungs. Sapphire Beach had always been her happy place.

The temperature was in the high sixties, typical for an early January morning in southwest Florida, and the sun beat down through the sunroof. She would definitely miss the warm Florida weather when she went back to Boston. She smiled, remembering all the times her aunt had called her in the middle of a blizzard just to say that she was walking the beach or sitting outside having lunch. "What are you doing, sweetie?" Concetta would ask in a teasing tone, knowing full well that Connie was most likely shoveling her car out from under a mountain of snow.

About two miles down Sapphire Beach Boulevard, Connie turned into the entrance of Palm Paradise, the high rise where her aunt had lived. Coconut palm trees flanked the long driveway leading to the white fourteen-story high rise where her aunt had found so much peace in the final years of her life. An array of flowers, including blue daze, bougainvillea, and graffiti rose decorated the front of the building, beckoning guests and residents into the luxurious lobby. It filled Connie with warmth to know that her aunt had found such an amazing place to call home.

She pulled up to the entrance of the underground garage, punched in the access code, and pulled her car into #33. Each unit had its own underground parking space, with a storage unit attached, and a second outdoor space in the front parking lot, next to where visitors parked.

Not wanting to wait for the elevator, Connie climbed the stairs to the lobby and walked across the polished marble tile to the mailboxes. These days, all that was ever in her aunt's box was junk mail, but she was glad it was empty. One less thing to deal with today.

As she waited for the elevator, under a gold starburst chandelier, her mind went to the day's tasks. Today she would clean the condo from top to bottom, so that she could get the realtor her mother had researched to come by as soon as possible. True to her Italian-American upbringing, Aunt Concetta's place was usually so clean you could eat off the floors. However, since it had been empty for six months, it was in need of a thorough cleaning. Her aunt would roll over in her grave if Connie let anyone see her home looking less than pristine. So today she would focus on making the condo sparkle.

Connie’s thoughts were interrupted when a friendly voice called from behind. "Sweetie, hold that elevator a second while I grab my mail." It was Grace Jenkins, Concetta's floormate and close friend, carrying a few bags from Publix. A strand of gray hair fell across her tan face.

Grace had moved to Sapphire Beach from Ohio after losing her husband in a car accident and had lived at Palm Paradise for almost as long as Concetta. With their zest for life and adventurous spirits, the two became fast friends, and Grace quickly became like another aunt to Connie and Gianna. She had been a godsend during Concetta's illness, staying with her day and night right up until the end.

"Here, let me help you with those. My hands are empty," Connie said, taking a couple of the bags from Grace.

"Thanks, honey." Grace's brown eyes teared up. "Truthfully, I didn't really need groceries today, but I wanted to keep busy. Some days are just harder than others. This morning I picked up the phone to call Concetta before I remembered she was no longer there. Can you imagine, even six months later?"

Connie's throat tightened. "Grace, there's no way we can thank you enough for being such an amazing friend to my aunt, especially in her final months."

She put her hand up. "Honey, there is no other place I would have been. Concetta wanted to spend her final months at home, and I was happy to do everything I could to help make that happen."

Just then, a gray-haired man with bright blue eyes burst into the main entrance of the lobby. His black button-down shirt with a palm tree print was tucked into light gray shorts.

He made a beeline for the small office just off the lobby, where Jessica, an employee of the condo's management company, kept office hours. When she saw him coming, she stood up and met him just outside the doorway. "What is wrong with you people?" he asked loudly enough for Connie and Grace to hear. "The corridors should be vacuumed by now, and the trash receptacles in the garage are nearly overflowing. Please see to it that this is taken care of, pronto."

Jessica's shoulders stiffened, and she forced herself to look him in the eye. "The cleaning crew is due here momentarily, Mr. O'Rourke. But I'll be sure to relay your complaints to the office. Again."

"See to it that you do. And kindly inform your supervisor that if he can't handle this building, there are plenty of companies that can," he said, heading toward Connie and Grace.

Connie cast a sympathetic glance in the young woman's direction.

Jessica shook her head slightly and returned to the office, while the man joined Connie and Grace in the elevator.

"Making friends again, Hank?" Grace said, rolling her eyes.

"I don't care about making friends," he said. When he noticed Connie, he seemed to calm down a bit. "I take seriously my election to the condo association by the fine residents of Palm Paradise. The management company’s negligence is a reflection on me, you know, and I won't stand for it."

Grace pressed seven for her and Connie, followed by ten, presumably for Hank, who was now blatantly checking Connie out. The top two buttons of his palm tree shirt were undone, revealing a thick gold chain. She turned her head so that he wouldn't see her smirk. Or worse, misinterpret it for interest.

"Well, who do we have here?" he said with a wink, self-importance oozing from his expression.

Staring daggers at him, Grace put a protective arm around Connie's shoulder.

"You better keep your dirty paws off her, Hank," Grace barked. "This is Concetta's niece, and she's only here to get her aunt's condo ready to sell." Her voice had risen a couple of octaves.

Hank didn't take his hungry gaze off Connie. "Darling, I'm so sorry for your loss. Your aunt was a wonderful woman." Grace relaxed her arm as the elevator door opened on the seventh floor.

"That's about the only thing we agree on," she said, ushering Connie out.

"If you need a break," Hank said as the elevator door closed between them, "I'd be happy to take you on a cruise down the beach in my convertible."

As soon as the doors closed Connie had to laugh. "Is that guy for real? I feel like I need a shower after that conversation!"

But Grace wasn't laughing. She looked fit to be tied.

They made their way down the hallway and stopped at Grace's door.

"Don't worry about me, Grace. I can handle guys like that," Connie said, depositing Grace's grocery bags just inside her door.

"I'm sure you can. You are Concetta's niece after all. Just be on guard when Hank O’Rourke’s around. He’s relentless with my daughter Stephanie."

She thanked Grace for the warning and continued down the hallway to the next door. Taking a deep breath, Connie slowly unlocked the door to her aunt's - now her - condo.

End of Excerpt

CONDOS AND CORPSES is now available!

CLICK HERE to read Book 1 in the Sapphire Beach Cozy Mystery Series.


SNEAK PEEK: CORPSE AT A CAPE COD INN


Heather tied back her shoulder length, golden blond hair as the bus she had boarded in Seagull Cove, Massachusetts, cruised across the Sagamore Bridge. She glanced below at the dark, grey waters of the Cape Cod Canal.

They appeared as mysterious as her past.

She leaned back against the headrest, closed her eyes, and told herself that she would be okay. She had come through difficult situations before. At least, she assumed she had. She must have. Actually, she had no idea.

Heather mindlessly stared at the snow-kissed trees on the side of Route 3 for the next forty minutes, until the bus driver finally announced her stop. “Sand Dune Shores,” he said in a monotone voice as he parked in front of one of the four bus stop shelters in the terminal.

Heather scanned the platform, where a few folks who were bundled against the frigid wind stood waiting. It was the last day of February, and the sky was as grey as Heather’s mood. She searched the group for Mary Beth Nelson, who had promised to pick her up when she arrived in her new hometown. Mary Beth, the psychiatrist who treated her after her recent car accident, was also her only friend in town. She had arranged for Heather to work in the gift shop of the Sand Dune Inn in exchange for room, board, and a small salary. Without Mary Beth’s assistance, Heather had no doubt that she would be homeless.

When she didn’t see Mary Beth, she again scanned the group gathered beneath the shelter. Mary Beth definitely wasn’t there. Surely she would be along at any moment. A familiar wave of loneliness and fear swept over Heather as she quickly tried to formulate a Plan B. She didn’t have a cellphone to use a ridesharing app, but she could probably ask someone to call her a taxi. Surely any taxi driver would know where the Sand Dune Inn was located.

She exited the bus and retrieved her backpack from the luggage compartment. The backpack, along with all her possessions, had been donated to her from some kind folks at Mary Beth’s church when she left the hospital ten days before. She had no memory of anything before waking up in the Emergency Department of Cape Cod General.

She didn’t even know her real name.

The doctors had informed Heather that in rare cases, a person’s memory never returned after a trauma such as the car accident that Heather had survived. Since they had to call her something, one of the nurses suggested she use the name ‘Heather,’ because she had fallen in love with a painting at the hospital of some heather flowers growing alongside a boardwalk, which led to the beach. It seemed as good a name as any, so Heather adopted it as her own.

She hoped it was a solution to a problem that was only temporary.

Heather had spent the previous ten days gathering her thoughts and courage in the quaint seaside town of Seagull Cove, located on the North Shore of Boston. Mary Beth had taken her to Boston for a second opinion regarding her amnesia, so Heather had stayed with Anna McBride, a former colleague of Mary Beth’s. Heather had hoped in vain that her memory would return while she was there.

Now, it was time to face her new normal.

A man who appeared to be in his early forties with sandy blond hair and skeptical blue-grey eyes halfheartedly waved in her direction. “Heather?” he asked, with a forced smile.

Despite his less-than-warm greeting, she let out a sigh of relief that someone had come to pick her up.

“My name is Jake Harding. Mary Beth asked me to bring you to the inn. She was called into the hospital for an emergency, but she’ll be by as soon as she can.”

Heather did her best to express her gratitude with a smile, despite her disappointment at not finding Mary Beth at the terminal. “Thank you for coming.”

He replied with a curt nod.

Jake opened the back door to his grey Jeep Wrangler so she could toss her backpack into the backseat. Then, she sat in the passenger side of the vehicle.

“My parents own the Sand Dune Inn,” he said, as he turned onto the main road.

“I’m very grateful that they hired me to work in the gift shop.”

“They have huge hearts.” He looked straight into her eyes and held her gaze for a moment. “I live nearby. I stop by to check on them every day. Sometimes more than once.”

Great. Here was one more person who believed that she harbored sinister intentions. Not that she could blame him. After all, she had been in a car accident while riding with a recent ex-convict. She hadn’t been carrying any identification, and she had no idea what she was doing with the man, whose name, as she learned from Detective Rick Blaney, was John Seewald. She had been told they had reservations to stay at the Sand Dune Inn in two separate rooms, and that he was from Des Moines, Iowa. Unfortunately, he didn’t survive the car accident.

The sound of sirens approaching from behind pierced the awkward silence that followed. Jake glanced in the rearview mirror and pulled over to allow the paramedics to pass.

A few minutes later, Jake made a right off Route 28 onto Cranberry Avenue and entered a quaint neighborhood lined with cottages covered in weathered grey shingles. There were a few larger, more modern homes scattered among them. Then, he turned left onto Starboard Lane, which contained four cottages on the lefthand side, followed by a majestic inn just a few yards from a towering sand dune. In between the cottages on the right were glimpses of the ocean dotted with whitecaps.

For the first time since leaving Seagull Cove, a feeling of peace spread across Heather’s chest. She could have hugged Mary Beth for arranging for her to stay at such a tranquil place. Heather was so caught up with her first impressions of her new neighborhood that she almost didn’t notice the two police cars and the ambulance parked in front of the inn.

But Jake had seen them. He slammed on his brakes and parked on the street, rather than turning onto the driveway, which led to a small parking lot to the left of the inn. “My parents!” he cried, racing from his car. He slammed the door behind him and practically leapt up the walkway that led to the inn, ignoring the crime scene tape that was wrapped around the inn’s perimeter.

Heather exited the car and watched Jake climb the wooden steps of the front porch and disappear through a blue door.

Should she follow him into the inn despite the yellow tape, or stay outside in the cold?

Not sure what else to do, she grabbed her backpack from the backseat, swung it onto her shoulders, and ventured further down the street to where she could see the side yard. That was where most of the activity was taking place.

She stopped short when she spotted the cause of the commotion. On a patch of frozen ground that separated the majestic sand dune from the inn’s wraparound porch, a pale young woman lay motionless next to a small pool of blood.

Heather got as close as the tape would permit. Next to the body was a yard ornament in the form of a white, red, and navy lighthouse. On the ground next to the lighthouse was what appeared to be a necklace made of silver or white gold.

The towering sand dune to Heather’s right, which looked as if it had protected the inn from many a storm, seemed to stand in silent anger at the scene it had just witnessed.

The only silver lining Heather could see was that the ambulance wasn’t there for one of Jake’s parents.

Heather watched the flurry of activity taking place around the building as she started to walk back to the driveway. A police officer approached her. “Ma’am, did you know the victim?”

Did I know the victim? I don’t even know myself.

End of Excerpt

CLICK HERE to get Corpse at a Cape Cod Inn (Book 1) and begin reading the Cape Cod Cozy Mysteries today!
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Angela would happily live in any of the fictitious seaside towns in Massachusetts and Florida, where her series take place, if it weren’t for all the bodies that keep turning up!

Angela dreams of one day owning a Cavalier King Charles Spaniel like the sweet pup in her Sapphire Beach Series, but she isn’t home enough to take care of one. So, for now, she lives vicariously through one of her main characters, Connie.

Where to Find Angela

Learn more about Angela’s books at AngelaKRyan.com.

Email her at Angela@AngelaKRyan.com.

Join Angela’s Readers’ Group so you can learn about new releases, sales, and exclusive content. As a thank you gift, you will receive a free copy of the ebook Vacations and Victims, the prequel to the Sapphire Beach Series.

You can do that by CLICKING HERE.

Follow Angela on Social Media:
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