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Note to my readers


Color Dilution Alopecia is a real disorder that affects dogs, most often those that have a blue or fawn coat.

My Basset Hound, Bruno, is afflicted with this condition, leaving him hairless over most of his body, offering me the opportunity to dress him up in whimsical sweaters during cold weather.
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How It Begins
otherwise known as
Chapter One


[image: ___]

Who would’ve thought an antique writing box – or rather, the item hidden in said box – could cause such a kerfuffle?

Lying in this dimly lit hospital room, barely able to speak, my loving family gathered around my bedside making valiant efforts to mask their expressions of concern and despair, I–

Wait a sec. You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you? Guess I got a little ahead of myself. I’ll start at the beginning, but first, a little about me.

My father has a thing for Bea Arthur; my mother for American humorist Finley Peter Dunne. That’s how my birth certificate ended up emblazoned with the moniker Maude Finley Bartusiak. (A nod to Grandpa Andrzej and his ancestors for the surname). Quite a mouthful to bestow upon a newborn, don’t you think? Earning my eternal gratitude, in my first twenty minutes of life, Grandma Lena gazed upon my wizened visage and stated I would forever be known as Finn.

Believe it or not, my name – and the history behind it – has sparked numerous conversations over the course of my lifetime, affording me the opportunity to provide the above explanation. Guess there aren’t many Maude Bartusiaks in the world. Or Finn Bartusiaks, for that matter. Not that I do anything to dissuade the interest, mind you. I’m what Mom refers to as gregarious. In other words, I like to talk, but there’s nothing wrong with that, is there? I mean, humans evolved with the ability to speak, so I may as well take full advantage of the gift, shouldn’t I? Some days, I fear, it’s the only thing I’ve got going for me.

If threatened with bodily harm, I’d describe myself as someone of average looks and height, and a figure politely referred to as shapely – a direct result of my fondness for Grandma Lena’s pierogis. My hair is the color of burnt toast, my eyes a shade darker, and a smattering of freckles over a perfectly shaped nose – the only feature I truly like about myself – enhance an otherwise ruddy complexion. I hail from a loving family and count myself lucky to live in the same town as not only my parents but my paternal grandparents as well. Mom’s mom died before I was born, and her dad passed away a few days before my first birthday, so the grandparents Bartusiak are the only ones I know. Plus, weekly visits to both homes and lots of leftovers are an added benefit.

You’re probably wondering where I meet all of these folks curious about my humble beginnings. Am I a celebrity of such fame that people recognize me when I walk down the street? Is my name volleyed back and forth in whispered conversations amongst the wealthy? Have I won a Nobel Prize for philanthropy? (Do they even give one out for philanthropy?) Hardly.

I’m the owner of a surprisingly well-to-do antique and consignment store which attracts shoppers by the busload. Not that I’m complaining one iota about the foot traffic. See that cute little Mazda Miata convertible parked out front? The one the color of garnets? Yeah, he’s mine. Well, mine and the bank’s. Lance and I have been together for three months now – did I mention I call him Lance? Only fifty-seven more payments to go before he’s free and clear….

What? Oh, sorry. I tend to lose my train of thought when I talk about Lance. Where was I? That’s right; my name. Or rather, how people come to ask me about it.

I live in the seaside village of Port New (on a side note, who names a town Port New? I’ve always thought the founding fathers got the two words backwards) which was erected on the land side of a protected cove along the New England coastline making it a popular destination for both day-trippers and vacationers. My shop, Finn’s Finds, sits in the perfect location; a little over a tenth of a mile from the beach – which is ideal because on nice days I leave the front door open to encourage the ocean breezes to flow through – and three doors down from Dough Knots, a nautically-themed bakery which sells the most delectable treats. The aroma of freshly-baked bagels wafting in on the salt air makes my welcome mat obsolete.

Excuse me a moment while I wait on this customer…

…

…

…

…

…okay, I’m back. Sorry about that; business is surprisingly brisk for a Monday. The shop’s only been open for thirty-seven minutes and already I’ve sold a five-tine vintage pitchfork to a stars-in-their-eyes, octogenarian couple from Pahrump enjoying their second honeymoon (I’d love to see how they’re going to get that past the TSA) and an antique shaving mug and brush set to a sullen-faced adolescent who isn’t yet old enough to shave. It could be a gift for his father or uncle or grandpappy, I suppose. I asked, but he didn’t say; just shoved his money at me without a word and slunk out. Kids these days!

What? My last customer? Oh, he wasn’t a customer at all. Well, not in the sense you’re thinking. You see, aside from selling antiques and collectibles, I also buy them if the price is right. I mean, I need to fill my shelves somehow, and there are only so many estate sales in a town this size. So, when people clean out their attics or garages or whatever, their first stop is usually here to see if they’ve been holding onto any lost treasures. For the most part, what they show me is junk – not to be mean or anything, but a headless action figure that both your toddler and your puppy took turns teething on is hardly going to net you enough to buy a cup of coffee, much less pay off your mortgage – but occasionally someone brings in a steamer trunk from 1900 that their great-grandfather used when emigrating from Bulgaria or a Depression-era candy dish with nary a chip nor scratch that was the centerpiece of Grandma’s table at every holiday gathering.

In those cases, I advise the seller to contact a reputable auction house that will help them get the price they deserve. Hey, I’m not in business to cheat anyone. Sometimes, they take my advice and walk away without a backwards glance as I quietly shed a tear over the loss of a pair of platinum and emerald earrings once worn by a 1930s starlet, but oftentimes they decide it’s not worth the hassle and leave their loot with me to sell on consignment. Or sell it to me outright.

Such is the case with the man who just left. Medium height with a slender build, sandy colored-hair, beady eyes, and a few patches of whiskers on an otherwise clean-shaven face, he wasn’t one of my regulars (not that I’ve ever claimed to know every resident of Port New) and the piece he brought in for my perusal more than piqued my curiosity. Not offering his name (don’t you find that odd?), he raised the lid of a rare, circa 1820, mahogany and brass writing box to reveal multiple hidden compartments inside. My salivary glands kicked into overdrive.

“What’ll you give me for it?” the man growled, his voice a peculiar cross between a Chicago gangster and my Aunt Magda, Grandma Lena’s older sister.

“Are you sure you want to part with it?” Lovingly stroking the rich patina, envisioning myself cradled in the custom, heated, leather seats I’d been eyeing for Lance that the profits from the sale of such an heirloom would provide, I felt it my duty to ask. “It’s a beauty and far more valuable than anything I’m able to offer.”

His face contorting like that of an eight-month-old’s who didn’t want to eat his strained peas, Beady Eyes snarled, “I don’t have time for this! You want it or not?”

Yes! my inner voice clamored, while common sense clawed its way towards the surface. Something was off, and I’d be remiss in my duties as a respectable and upstanding business owner if I didn’t pursue the matter further. As such, the words tumbled out on their own. “It’s not hot, is it? I mean, you seem in an awfully big hurry to unload it. I run an honest shop, you know; everything legal and aboveboard.”

His face turning the color of a ripe Jersey tomato, the man snatched the box out of my hands, tucked it under his arm, and hot-footed it towards the exit. “If you don’t want it, I’ll find someone who does!”

“Wait!”

Practically hurdling over the counter, I caught up with him at the door and blocked his escape. “I’m sorry; I meant no offense. Can we start over? I’m sure we can reach a mutually satisfactory agreement.”

Did you know it’s possible for your heart to stop beating – I mean, literally stop beating – in moments of great anticipation? No? I’m sure I read that in a scientific journal somewhere. Or, maybe not. Maybe it was pure imagination that my blood stopped pumping as I held my breath and waited for Beady Eyes to make his decision. Just as I was about to keel over from lack of oxygen, he muttered something unintelligible and nodded.

Hiding my elation – I am a professional, after all – I casually returned to my place behind the glass-topped counter (geez, I really need to dig out the bottle of window cleaner; would you look at those fingerprints?) and opened the register. “Do you have a specific amount in mind?”

“How ’bout a grand?” he growled, his namesake eyes ping-ponging around the room nervously.

“A grand?” My mouth falling open, I pretended not to hear the alarm bells shrieking in my ear and repeated for my own clarification, “As in one thousand dollars? For this priceless heirl–”

Shut up, Finn, before you blow this deal! Stop acting like a puppy whisked from death’s door into the arms of an adorable, towheaded youngster named Toby and start behaving like the shrewd, calculating businesswoman you are! You’ve got this guy on the hook; now reel him in!

Ignoring the warning siren threatening to give me a migraine, I tossed my head as if such dealings were a daily occurrence and shrugged noncommittally. So what if the whole thing smelled like Aunt Magda’s kaszanka? I was getting the better end of the bargain. After paying commission to the auction house and having custom seats installed, I’d have enough left over to spring for vanity plates for Lance, and maybe one of those weekend spa packages for me, Mom, and Grandma Lena. Everyone’s a winner. Of course, that thought didn’t prevent my insides from flopping around like a sea bass on the boardwalk as I counted out a thousand dollars in cash, making neat stacks of fifty-dollar bills on the fingerprint-smudged counter.

I know what you’re thinking. I don’t normally keep this much cash on hand in the store, but Peter MacDonald had mentioned in passing last week that he was finally ready to part with his dearly beloved, deceased wife’s McCoy Clown in a Barrel cookie jar, passed down to her from her grandmother’s cousin; a transaction for which he would only accept cash. And while taking possession of such an item would do nothing to alleviate my irrational terror of wigged, face-painted buffoons, I needed to be prepared in case he ultimately followed through as I already had a buyer lined up.

You’d also be amazed at how many people pay with actual paper money while on vacation, usually in the form of big bills, necessitating the need for me to keep ample change on hand while also providing the opportunity to take advantage of transactions such as this when they came along.

“Nine hundred and fifty. One thousand.” Narrowly escaping a paper cut as Beady Eyes snatched the dough out of my hand, I plastered my best ‘Thank you for doing business with Finn’s Finds; please come again’ smile on my face and watched him leave the shop, ignoring the bevy of jackhammers splitting my skull in two while my common sense packed a bag and lit out for Poughkeepsie.

Cradling the priceless – okay, not so priceless; I did shell out a thousand bucks for the thing – writing box to my chest, my mind wandered, imagining all of the important and famous people through whose lives this stunning piece has passed. Industrialists, diplomats, kings. Maybe even an Oscar-winning actor or actress. I read somewhere that Diane Keaton collects antiques.

My fingers caressed the brass fixtures, appreciating the craftsmanship; aged, certainly, yet still in excellent form. A hint of pitting here and there but that was to be expected…wait; what’s this? The stiff, pointed corner of what appeared to be some sort of paper peeked out from along the bottom seam.

Barely able to contain my excitement, dozens of possible scenarios sprung to mind. Was it an original, handwritten copy of the Declaration of Independence or, perhaps, a love letter written by a former United States President to his mistress? What if it’s a map showing the location of Jimmy Hoffa’s grave?

Open the dang thing and find out!

Lifting the lid, I inspected the secret compartments only to find them as empty as Uncle Jakub’s vodka bottle after every family gathering. Nothing in the interior gave any indication as to what was hidden inside and giving the box a shake; I heard nothing.

Convinced, somewhat disappointedly, that my imagination was playing tricks on me, I upended the case. Sure enough, a tiny speck of white poked out from between the joints, taunting me, mocking as I attempted to dislodge it with my fingernail. Chipping two before abandoning my recovery-by-keratin efforts to dig around in my junk drawer for a metal nail file, I cursed loudly when my fingertip came in contact with the pointed end of a barbecue skewer I’d forgotten was in there.

A drop of red beaded up and, amid further colorful language, I popped the injured digit into my mouth, my nose wrinkling at the coppery taste that assailed my tongue. Scowling, I sucked on it for a minute then pulled it out, inspecting it closely. The bleeding had stopped, not that it’d been a gusher to begin with, but there was definitely a red mark, and the skin was sore to the touch.

“Do you need me to call 9-1-1?”

Remember that heart-stopping moment I described earlier? The one where my brain froze and my lungs lost their ability to inflate? Well, it was happening again, this time in direct correlation to Spencer Dane materializing before my eyes. A Port New native with Hollywood-esque features and a witty personality, he’d moved to New York City after graduating high school with aspirations of becoming a bestselling novelist. With sixteen (or was it seventeen?) New York Times bestsellers under his belt, he’d not only achieved his dream; he’d pulverized it into oblivion.

Did I forget to mention he was also my high-school crush, and judging by my sweaty palms and galloping heart, apparently still is? Of course, he never knew I existed. The one and only time I had contact with the future (in-my-wildest-fantasies-only) father of my children was sophomore year when I tripped over my own feet in the school cafeteria and dumped an open carton of milk all over his Spanish book. Hey, strong bones and a healthy smile were priorities to this growing girl!

Avoiding eye contact, I mumbled a stuttered apology and watched in abject horror as he tried frantically to blot the dairy product from the sodden pages. When mooing sounds began emanating from the other kids at the table, I fled; fading into the background and continuing my obsessive infatuation with my heart’s desire from afar until graduation two years later separated us.

Still, the incident must have made an impression, even if I didn’t, because it ended up as a scene in his first book. Only the clumsy girl with dirt-brown hair and teeth so big they could be mistaken for a Thoroughbred’s had been with the stroke of a pen magically transformed into a stunning, shapely blonde who didn’t recognize her own beauty and ended up with the hero in the final chapter. That’s fiction for you!

Back to the present moment.

Not having so much as blinked since Spencer entered the shop, my corneas were beginning to desiccate. Drumming up a sickly smile, which upon later reflection resembled that of someone who’d swallowed a box of live crickets, I took a shaky step sideways.

Damn, does he always look this yummy?

That adolescent physique I’d drooled over in high school had filled out nicely – contours and concaves in all the right places – and lest he mistake me for a rabid St. Bernard, I swallowed discreetly, a feat that proved difficult since I’d yet to remember to breathe. The growing-better-with-age Gods had been kind; hell, they’d gone out of their way to bestow upon him every available upgrade at their disposal. Sun-kissed golden locks styled in such a way that they appeared unstyled lay atop his head, tousled strands sweeping low across his forehead, coming to rest above eyes the color of the ocean.

I remembered those eyes – how their hue changed like the mood ring sitting in the jewelry display. Tumultuous green, stormy gray, placid cerulean. Right now, they closely resembled the teal ceramic ostrich Hattie Ferguson had sworn was a family heirloom even after attempting to cover with nail polish the Made in China stamp on the underside which I’d generously overlooked. It was a kitschy piece, but Hattie needed the money and didn’t own much of value, and it never hurt to salvage someone’s pride, did it?

But I digress. Back to Spencer and his kaleidoscope peepers.

They were laser-focused on me, boring twin holes into the deepest depths of my soul. I’d yet to draw breath, which explained both my lightheadedness and the purplish tint to my face, and my legs were going numb. It felt like his gaze was holding me upright, and I was convinced that if he blinked, I’d dissolve into a gelatinous mass onto the floor.

Just past the point of an eternity, he broke the spell. “Hi, Finn.”

“Spencer,” I gulped, sucking air into my oxygen-deprived lungs. Not having collapsed as feared, I wobbled on unsteady legs around the end of the counter with the intention of greeting him properly before realizing I had no idea what sort of welcome was customary at this juncture of our relationship. A full-body embrace and French kiss seemed a bit too forward, yet a jaunty salute might come off as mocking. Upon reaching him, I settled for a clumsy half-hug/half pat on the back that was anything but intimate, yet the feel of his well-defined bicep beneath my fingers initiated all sorts of naughty thoughts. “What are you doing in town?”

Looking as if I’d just asked him to recite the Magna Carta, he replied slowly, “My sister’s getting married on Saturday. Remember CJ? I’m here for the wedding.”

Duh, Finn! You only helped her pick out a sapphire brooch to wear as her something old and blue. Why else would he be in town?

Before I could disguise my faux-pas with a witty, yet off-the-cuff comment, a tri-colored Basset Hound lumbered over, his white-tipped tail creating a draft. Spencer knelt and scratched the pooch behind his pendulous ear. “Well, hey there, fella. What’s your name?”

My heart swelling with maternal pride as it does ever time my beloved canine appears, I replied, “That’s Garfunkel.”

Spencer snuffled and swallowed a laugh – quite unsuccessfully, I might add. “As in, ‘Simon and’?”

“As in, the greatest musical act to have ever lived!” A forceful huff escaped my lips as my cheeks turned pink; my disdain for his asinine question unmistakably apparent.

Resuming an upright position, Adonis…um, I mean, Spencer…wiped a dog-slobbered hand on his jeans. “Didn’t mean to insult your folk-rock sensibilities.”

Ignoring the sarcasm behind his apology – can it be considered an apology if the word ‘sorry’ isn’t used? – I was overcome with a pressing need to dust the Civil War-era memorabilia. Prancing over to the shelf, I whisked the feather duster back and forth as if my life depended on it, motes highlighted by sunlight streaming through the front window flying right, left, and sideways until a few took a detour up my nose. “Ah-CHOO!”

“Bless you.”

“Thank you.”

Though my back was to him, I knew the moment he stepped up behind me. Abandoning my housekeeping, I turned and resumed ogling his devilishly attractive exterior. For more than a decade, Spencer’s face had danced through my dreams almost every night, but in the light of day, it was nothing at all like I’d remembered. Gone was the adolescent acne that had blemished his perfectly chiseled features; in its place, smooth, lightly-tanned skin, not a pock mark in sight, the faint creases gathered in the corners of his eyes and mouth adding to his beauty rather than detracting from it. Yes, I used the word ‘beauty’ to describe a member of the male species. What? Men can’t be beautiful?

Thump thump thump.

Would someone turn down that dang bass? Oh, wait a minute; that’s not music, it’s my heart literally thumping out of my chest. Okay, not literally, but sheesh, cut me some slack! The boy/man of my dreams is standing two feet in front of me looking as if he’s just stepped off the cover of GQ. I think I’m permitted a moment or two of teen-girl histrionics, don’t you?

“What’s wrong with him?”

Huh?

“What? Wrong with who?” I swiveled my head around, searching the store for the elusive customer who’d entered without my knowledge. Just as I’d thought – empty, aside from me and Spencer. “Who are you talking about? There’s no one in here besides us.”

“Your dog. He’s bald. At least, most of him is.”

“Oh, that!” I laughed, waving away his observation. “He suffers from Color Dilution Alopecia.”

“Alo-dilut…what?” Furrow lines appeared on Spencer’s brow. I wonder if he knows how adorable he looks when he’s flummoxed?

“Color Dilution Alopecia. I would’ve thought an author such as yourself would be a little more well-read.” My indignation matching his perplexity, I stomped over to where my pooch was enthusiastically nuzzling his boy parts. “It’s a real thing. Look it up!”

Raising his hands in supplication, Spencer said, “Hey, I believe you. I’ve just never seen a dog that’s fur-less over most of his body. It’s…unusual.”

Casting him a scathing glare, I knelt and gathered Garfunkel to me – all sixty-five canine pounds – and stroked his long, silky ears. “Don’t listen to him, baby. There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re unique, is all.”

My adoration for my four-legged buddy was rewarded with a vigorous face licking. Kinda gross considering where his nose has been, but I’ll take affection where I can get it. Brushing non-existent dog hairs from my person, I left Garfunkel to his canine interests and donned my figurative store proprietor cap, completely unaffected by Spencer’s presence.

Yeah, right; keep telling yourself that.

“Is there anything I can help you with? Did something, in particular, bring you into the store today?”

Spencer nodded. “As a matter of fact, yes. Be my date for CJ’s wedding.”

Huh. Wasn’t expecting that!
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Chapter Two
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There are three things my mother is constantly reminding me of. One – I’m her only child, ergo the only one capable of providing her with a grandchild; two – I’m not getting any younger, as if turning thirty-three last month qualifies me for a room at Peaceful Waves Retirement Villa; and three – no matter how many times I call Garfunkel my baby, if she can’t burp him, change him, or rock him, it doesn’t count.

So, when she found out Spencer had invited me to be his date for the wedding – my phone was ringing before I even had a chance to tell him I’d think about it – she flew into matchmaker mode, ambushing me that evening at Monday night supper with the grandparents.

“Patty McIntosh opened a boutique in Smithport last month.” Her fork hovered mid-air as she delivered the news. “We should start our search for your dress there.”

“You make it sound like we’re embarking on an archaeological expedition,” I mumbled around a mouthful of gołąbki. Have I mentioned Grandma Lena’s cooking rivals the best chefs in Poland? No? Well, it does. Take my word for it.

Spearing another cabbage roll, I split it open on my plate and poured ketchup over the steaming mixture of minced meat and rice – yeah, I know; I have weird tastes – earning me a look of disapproval from the cook herself. Feeling slightly guilty for marring her authentic cuisine with the condiment, I shoveled the incriminating evidence into my mouth as quickly as possible, burning the roof of my mouth in the process. Grandma Lena’s smug grin told me she thought I’d gotten what I deserved.

“The wedding’s in less than a week,” my mother continued, spooning a helping of rice pudding onto my plate like I was five. “That doesn’t leave you much time to shop, not to mention you’ll have to buy something off the rack. There’s no way to have it altered by Saturday. Why did you wait until the last minute? Honestly, Finley (she’s the only one who gets away with calling me that), do you find joy in making everything such a challenge?”

Rolling your eyes and biting your tongue at the same time is quite a feat. I should know; I’ve had years of practice. Savoring my dessert as a stall tactic while formulating an answer that would appease my mother and let me off the hook at the same time, nothing sprang to mind. The fact that I’ve known about Spencer’s invitation for exactly six hours and thirty-seven minutes is no excuse in my mother’s opinion. By her way of thinking, I should’ve begun preparing for this eventuality back in grade school. Maybe if I pretend I didn’t hear her.

No such luck!

Sneaking a peek in her direction, I saw the woman who’d given birth to me staring back expectedly. I should’ve known there was no way out of this. When my mother asks a question, no matter how trivial, she’ll wait ’til the end of time to get an answer. The pleading entreaty I shot at my father yielded no solution either. He’d been married to his beloved long enough to know better than to get in the middle. Smart man.

Now, don’t get me wrong. I love my mother. She’s funny, feisty, and has a heck of a roundhouse kick thanks to the Taekwondo lessons she’s been taking at the community center for the past six months. Her gardening skills are unparalleled, her eye for decorating flawless, and she mixes a mean mojito. Platinum streaks are the norm in her short, brown hair, and all of that kicking and punching, along with regular yoga classes, keeps her in peak physical condition. Though only five-foot-three, she runs her household with military precision and loves my dad (who towers over her by a good nine inches and outweighs her by fifty-three pounds), her in-laws, and me without exception. I want to be her when I grow up.

She’s also achieved global recognition and won multiple awards for meddling in her daughter’s life. There’s not a day that goes by that she isn’t offering some advice on how I can improve the shop, my home, or my appearance – sometimes all three at the same time – and has taken it on as her self-appointed mission to have me married, and preferably pregnant, by year’s end.

Okay, so maybe I’m exaggerating a bit. I’ve tasted a few mojitos that were a little on the weak side.

Her interfering aside, I love her to bits, even when she’s driving me nuts. As she happens to be at this moment. Polishing off the last of my pudding, I sucked in a breath, looked her square in the eye, and said, “It’s not my fault. I didn’t know Spencer was going to ask me to be his date for the wedding.”

“That’s no excuse! You should’ve kept the possibility in the back of your mind. You’re not getting any younger, you know, and you could do a lot worse than Spencer Dane.”

“Mom, I haven’t even said I’d go yet. I told him I’d think about it.”

Oops.

“Maude Finley Bartusiak, you pick up the phone right this instant and tell him you accept! What’s wrong with you? How could you even consider giving him the opportunity to ask someone else? I swear, sometimes I think you don’t want to get married and start a family!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Dropping my head into my hand, not before catching my father’s and grandparents’ sympathetic, yet amused expressions, I rubbed my forehead in an attempt to stave off the migraine that was brewing. The fact that I hadn’t seen Spencer since high school – hell, that he hadn’t even known my name in high school – wouldn’t make a difference to my mother. In her eyes, I’m crazy to even consider passing up the chance to date Port New’s most eligible bachelor.

Excusing myself from the table, I dug my phone out of my pocket and dialed, anticipation zinging off my nerve endings like lightning off a metal dinghy. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. Was he away from his phone or screening his calls? Mentally preparing a message to leave on his voicemail, my brain missed the part where he answered.

“Hello?”

That’s his outgoing message? Hello? No ‘I can’t answer your call right now, leave a message’ sort of thing?

I waited for the beep. Where was the beep? Wasn’t there supposed to be a beep to let you know when to start speaking?

“Hello. Is someone there?”

Oh, crap! This isn’t a message! It’s him. Speak, Finn. Speak. “Uh…”

“Finn? Is that you? Is everything alright?”

“What? Oh, yeah, everything’s fine. How are you?”

There was a pause, then he answered slowly, “I’m fine. How are you?”

“I’m good.”

Way to knock his socks off, Bartusiak! Nothing like engaging in witty banter to garner the man’s interest. Bet he’s thanking his lucky stars right now that he asked you to the wedding.

The wedding! “Oh, shoot!”

“Bang.”

I laughed, imagining his deadpan expression. “Very funny.”

“I thought so. Do you need something, Finn?” A questioning voice sounded in the background followed by his muffled reply. “Sorry. I’m back. Trying to coordinate plans here. Getting ready to meet up with a few friends.”

A jealous pang shot through me. Isn’t it funny how time works? In a flash, I was sixteen again, sitting home alone on any given Friday night, fervently praying that he’d call and ask me to a movie or for a burger or to take a drive by the beach. I’d have said yes in a heartbeat. Is that why I wanted him to invite me along now?

“Finn. Are you still there?”

Crap! I did it again! Tuned him out while he was talking to me. Mumbling the first half-assed excuse I could come up with, I said, “Sorry, my phone’s been acting up lately. Time for a new one, I guess.”

“Uh huh.” He wasn’t buying it. “I asked if you want to come out with us tonight. Nothing fancy. Just some of the old gang heading to Darby’s for drinks. Whaddya’ say?”

Yes!

“Yes. That sounds like fun.”

“Great! Do you want to meet us there or should I come by and pick you up?”

“I can meet you ther–”

“Pick her up.”

Forgetting how stealthy Mom can be, I turned to find her hovering near my shoulder, listening in. “Do you mind?”

“Give me the phone.” Leveling me with The Look, she held out her hand. “Now.”

A thirty-second game of keep-away ensued.

I lost.

Holding my cell to her ear, Mom spat out rapid-fire instructions that would’ve made Patton proud. “Finn is at her grandparents’ house. Do you need the address? No? That’s fine. She’s dressed in blue jeans and an appalling Bohemian-style blouse. Will that attire do for where you’re taking her, or do I need to rifle through her grandmother’s closet to find her something more suitable to wear?”

“Mo-om!” Why does the floor never swallow you up when you want it to? Damn, Yankee craftsmanship! “Can I please have my phone back?”

“You, too, Spencer. Give my love to your mother.” Mom handed it back as if she hadn’t just humiliated me. “He already hung up. He’ll be here in eight minutes, which gives you just enough time to brush your teeth and fix your hair.”

“What’s wrong with my hai…never mind,” I sighed.

When Spencer pulled up seven and a half minutes later, I was already waiting at the curb. Being the gentleman that he was, he opened his door with the intention of getting out and opening mine, but I beat him to it by sliding into the passenger seat and slamming the door. “Drive.”

Amusement tugged at the corner of his mouth as he followed my instruction, and navigated the six miles to Darby’s, a pub and eatery located in the center of downtown not far from my shop. “You alright over there? You’re awfully quiet.”

“I’m fine,” I huffed, my arms crossed tightly across my chest. As ticked off as I was at Mom for her part in this, I was equally peeved at Spencer for going along with her. “You didn’t have to pick me up, you know. I’m perfectly capable of driving myself – in fact; I do it every day.”

“You’re mad?”

Well, duh! He sounded surprised – no shock to me considering he exudes Y chromosomes. Still, he had invited me to come along without any prompting. Unless…

“Did your mother make you ask me out?” I swear I heard him snort, but when he answered, his voice was perfectly modulated.

“She did not. I’m thirty-three years old and don’t need my mommy to fix me up on a date. Why, did your mother make you go out with me?”

“No.”

He glanced in my direction, his face a mask of skepticism. I amended my answer. “Well, sort of. Can we please talk about something else? How long are you staying in Port New?”

I expected him to say until after the wedding. Two weeks at the most. I didn’t expect him to say–

“Permanently.”

“Excuse me?” My heart rate rose along with my eyebrows.

As casually as if he were reciting Bushman Grocery’s weekly sale items, he said, “I’m tired of city life. New York is great and all, but it’s never felt like home. I miss my family. I miss the ocean. I miss…”

“Yes?” I asked, hopefully.

“Cruiser!”

Huh?

So intent on his words, I’d completely missed the fact that we’d arrived at Darby’s where Jake ‘Cruiser’ Kaczynski and other alumni from Port New High School – Go Clamdiggers! – were waiting in the parking lot to greet their former classmate.

You know how no matter how old you are or where you are in life as soon as you’re around people you went to high school with it feels like you’re still there? Yeah, that’s what I’m experiencing right at this moment.

Hanging back, I watched a bit enviously as Spencer and his friends exchanged fist bumps, macho hugs, and slaps on the back. Oh, and let’s not forget the star-struck adoration radiating from the wives of said friends. I lost count at how many times they kissed his cheeks. Plural. You’d think he was a celebrity or something!

“What’s it like to hit the bestsellers list? Seventeen times!” Gigi Davies gushed, looping her arm through Spencer’s and draping herself against him as her husband, Randy, looked on with a goofy grin plastered to his face. Apparently, neither of them had changed much since graduation.

“Oh, it’s quite–”

Missing the last part of Spencer’s reply as the group moved away from me towards the pub, I yelled, “Hey! Wait up!” and sprinted after them. Yup, high school all over again.

Once inside, I caught up as the group was shown to a table, exhibiting a rare burst of moxie and sliding into the seat next to Spencer at the same time Gigi lowered herself into it. Coming in contact with my lap, she started and sprang up.

“Oh!” Her distasteful expression telegraphed exactly what she thought of my stunt and the glint in her eye as she took a seat next to her husband promised retribution. “Finn. I didn’t see you there. Where did you come from?”

“The parking lot,” I replied sweetly, laying a paper napkin across my lap daintily. “Same as you.”

Her retort was drowned out by the drum solo from the live band playing on stage, but beside me, Spencer’s shoulders heaved in suppressed laughter, and that warm, tingly feeling that’d been with me since he’d appeared in my shop (was that only this morning?) ratcheted up a degree or three.

“I didn’t mean to leave you behind,” he bellowed in an attempt to be heard over the crowd’s boisterous encouragement as Randy and Jake reenacted the game-winning touchdown from the State Championship senior year. Gigi and Claudia, Jake’s wife, reprised their role as cheerleaders, waving fans crafted from plastic menus in place of pom-poms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was going to be like this.”

“How did you think it would be?” I clamored back, giving mental props to Claudia for the flawless cartwheel she’d just executed between two tables of hungry diners. “You’re a celebrity to these guys, and they want to show off for you.”

Spencer shrugged. “I guess. But I was there. At that game, I mean. I remember how it ended. We won. But it was also fifteen years ago, so why relive it?”

I stared at him for a minute, gauging his sincerity. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

He shook his head. “Explain it to me.”

Leaning close so I wouldn’t have to shout (the proximity of my face to his a plus), I said, “The furthest these guys have ever been from Port New is a weekend at the Cape. You’re their hero. You got out; did what you said you were going to do. My God, man, you’re a bestselling author with multiple awards to your name. You’re famous, known around the world. Before you came back, this town’s biggest claim to fame was the four-pound quahog Whiff Tremantle dug up two summers ago.”

“Too bad I missed it,” Spencer commented wryly. Being elevated to the same stature as a hard-shelled clam was doing little for his ego.

Realizing he was having difficulty grasping the positivity of the comparison, I tried again. “Don’t you see? You bring hope to those who have bigger dreams than living their entire life in a little seaside town selling souvenirs to tourists.”

“Isn’t that what you do?”

Dang, he had me there! Grabbing a glass of water the waitress had just placed on the table, I took a sip before answering. “Well, yes, but I like my shop. Love it, in fact. I don’t want anything different for my life.”

“Nothing?” His sapphire orbs held me hostage. “Not even a family of your own someday?”

Did someone turn up the heat ’cause it’s awfully hot in here? And where’s that pounding noise coming from? Surely not my heart.

Grabbing one of the menu fans Claudia had tossed on the table, I waved it vigorously in front of my face creating a headwind of approximately three knots. Okay, probably not that fast, but the way those laminated sheets were whipping around, I could’ve easily put my eye out. Or worse; Spencer’s.

His face playing peek-a-boo behind the plastic I fluttered in front of mine, it became apparent that he’d been bestowed with the same gift as my mother – waiting expectedly for an answer to his question – because his eyes remained glued to mine. Dropping the menus to the table, I shrugged nonchalantly and fibbed, “I’ve never given it much thought.”

“Uh huh.”

Clearly, he didn’t believe me. Not surprising since it was painfully obvious that I was lying. At least he had no idea how many hours I’d spent picturing myself walking down the aisle toward a man who could be his doppelganger. If he’d known…well, let’s just say he’d be shocked. Stunned, even. Maybe a little bit scared.

Time to turn this around. “I have a question for you.”

“Okay.”

“Why’d you ask me to go with you to CJ’s wedding?”

Setting his glass on the table, he pinned me with his gaze, his irises cycling through a spectrum of colors. “Why do you think I asked you?”

Because we’re soul mates. Because you spend every waking hour fantasizing about our life together. Because you can’t imagine growing old with anyone else.

“Because no one else said yes?”

Don’t you hate it when someone laughs at you for giving them an honest answer? Okay, so technically I answered Spencer’s question with a question, but really, it was more of an inquisitive statement. Shouting to be heard over the band, I said, “I fail to see the humor in my response.”

Quelling his mirth, Spencer took my hand and pulled me towards him. “You really don’t know, do you? Finn, I–”

Unfortunately, his revelation was halted by the return of our former classmates who flopped, panting, into their chairs and began chugging microbrew.

Darby’s is known for two things – cold beer and whole-belly clams – and while the esteemed athletes from Port New High had been busy reliving their glory days, the pub’s wait staff had delivered generous servings of both to the table. Abandoning my water in favor of something stronger, my mouth watered as various culinary aromas perfumed the air. Too bad I’d already filled up on gołąbkis.

“Mmmm. I’ve forgotten how much I missed these. Don’t you want any?” Spencer asked around a mouthful of clams, waving the basket of deep-fried mollusks under my nose. Without waiting for an answer, he dumped a pile onto my plate then rolled a trio of hush puppies on for good measure.

Ignoring the number of trans-fats staring me in the face (good thing I hadn’t yet bought a dress for the wedding) I dug in with gusto, hedonistic satisfaction exuding from my person as the clams melted on my tongue. Washing them down with a swig of beer, swirling the liquid over my taste buds to fully experience the heady draft, I popped a hush puppy into my mouth, chewing slowly as I leaned back in my chair and listened with half an ear as Gigi urged her husband to share his latest high seas adventure with Spencer in hopes that he’d use it as the plot for his next novel. Randy oversees paddle boat rentals at the marina, by the way. Hardly the stuff of Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, but I give them points for trying.

Over the course of the evening, three things happened – the band amped up the decibels as if they were playing an outdoor arena; to compensate, the conversation in the pub increased to the level of an outboard motor with a cracked engine housing; and the third beer I polished off went straight to my head – and stomach. I’ve never been much of a drinker, and alcohol mixed with the gastronomic combination of fried clams and my earlier meal of stuffed cabbage, in conjunction with the whomp whomp whomp of amplified bass, brought about a rather unpleasant – and sudden – feeling of queasiness. Not wanting to memorialize my first (unofficial) date with Spencer by regurgitating in his lap, I excused myself and set off in search of the ladies’ room.

Apparently, the entire female population in Darby’s had the same thought because the line to use the little girls’ room snaked out past the stage. Covering my mouth with my hand, I bypassed the queue and burst out into the parking lot through the back exit, making a sharp right before coming to a halt beside the dumpster. Big mistake. The malodorous aroma wafting from the garbage bin did nothing to facilitate my efforts to keep from upchucking; instead, it had the opposite effect. Gagging, I pinched my nose closed between two knuckles and held my breath as I reversed direction, scurrying backwards until I smacked into a solid object – one which grabbed me around the waist.

Terror has a way of erasing non-pertinent thoughts from a person’s mind. Forgetting about the malady that brought me outside in the first place, I shrieked and stomped on the foot of my attacker, his resounding yelp bringing a smile to my face even as I wrested out of his grasp and lit out across the parking lot.

“What the hell, Finn?”

Uh oh.

Skidding to a halt, I turned slowly, my nausea returning at the sight of Spencer swearing verbosely as he hopped around on one leg. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not okay! I think you broke my foot!” He glared at me. At least, I think he was glaring. Kinda hard to tell in this lighting.

Taking his arm, I steered him over to the curb and plopped down, leaving him no choice but to join me lest his shoulder dislocate. “I didn’t step on it that hard. Don’t be such a baby! Let me take a look.”

“No!” he sputtered, pulling his foot out of reach. Retying the laces on his Oxford – I have very nimble fingers – he scooted his butt along the concrete shoulder until there were a good thirty-six inches of space between us. “Anyone ever tell you, you’re a menace?”

“Wow! That hurts! Excuse me for defending myself!”

“Defending yourself? From who? Me?”

“Well…yes. I didn’t know it was you when you grabbed me.”

“Who did you think it was?” he grumbled, clearly still viewing himself as the injured party. Which, I guess technically, he was, but that’s no reason for him not to see the situation from my point of view.

“Uh, I had no clue. That’s why I fought back. Duh,” I added, under my breath. “How would you feel if a stranger grabbed you from behind in a dark parking lot and manhandled you?”

“Manhandled?”

I didn’t appreciate the way he was looking at me as if I’d just sprouted a second head and opened my mouth to tell him so when he burst out laughing. Hmmm. Wasn’t expecting that. Giving him a reasonable amount of time to express his mirth – at least thirty seconds – frown lines creased my forehead when he gave no indication of stopping anytime soon. “Would you mind telling me what – exactly – is so damned hilarious?”

Before he could reply (and I’m not sure he had any intention of doing so, just giving him the benefit of the doubt, you know) a dark Chevy muscle-car pulled up beside us. Ready to leap to safety if the moment warranted, dragging Spencer with me, of course, my evasive maneuver was deemed unnecessary when the driver rolled down the window and draped himself over the doorframe.

“Hey, Spence! Good to see you, man! What brings you back to this neck of the woods?”

His foot apparently no longer a hindrance, Spencer hopped up and shook his friend’s hand. “Hey, Monty. How’re you doing? What’s it been – ten years?”

“More like eleven. Whatcha doin’ hanging out in the parking lot…oh, who’s the babe?” Pushing blond, surfer-dude hair out of his eyes, Monty Halloran squinted in my direction, drawing a blank even though we’d shared a classroom every year from first grade through twelfth, and ran into each other around town at least twice a month.

Despite the compliment – I mean, I can count on two fingers the number of times I’ve been referred to as a ‘babe’ and one of them was when I actually was an infant – my response came out a tad waspish as I stood and brushed God only knows what from my backside. “Montgomery. How’re things at the shop? You get that part in for my Miata yet?”

“Bartusiak? Is that you? I didn’t recognize you; all made up like that.” Monty gave a low whistle. “Damn, you clean up nice!”

How a charmer like Montgomery Theodore Halloran the Third is still single is beyond me, what with his talent for dishing out compliments. Clean up nice, indeed! He makes it sound as if I usually walk around in need of a shower and change of clothes. Not that I don’t – occasionally – wear a baseball cap on those days when I’m running late and don’t have time to wash my hair, but the cap is always clean and freshly scented.

Aware that both Monty and Spencer were staring at me – the former ogling, the latter clearly enjoying my indignation – I did what any red-blooded, self-respecting woman would do.

I threw up.
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Chapter Three
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Isn’t it funny how everyday sounds and experiences that normally facilitate pleasure do the complete opposite when one is recovering from a hangover? Take Lance, for instance. Most mornings, he purrs along like a well-fed kitten, his tires rolling smoothly upon the asphalt with nary a quiver. Today? Well, this morning his engine rivals that of a chainsaw-wielding psychopath revving up to decapitate his next victim, and don’t even get me started on the wheels of my so-called chariot. They’re not hitting every bump and pothole – they’re hurdling over them like a herd of gazelles bounding across the savannah in an attempt to outrun a predator! Good thing my shop is only four point two six miles from my house because I seriously doubt I’d survive if the trip took much longer.

What’s that? How did last night end after I humiliated myself in front of the love of my life? (Thanks for bringing it up, by the way.) Well, if you really want to know, I’ll tell you, but first, let me get some coffee on. I have the feeling I’m going to need a gallon of it today. Now, which key is it?

Four attempts and a dozen curse words later, I managed to unlock the door to Finn’s Finds; the cutesy, seashell wind chime I’d hung to announce visitors clanging against my head as I stepped inside. “Ouch!”

Garfunkel, who’d been waiting rather impatiently for me to open up so he could take his morning nap, hopped out of the car and trotted inside without so much as a glance towards his aggrieved owner. Reaching his oversized bed…

(he’d claimed it as his own four months earlier when Lillian Killebrew had her chauffeur unload her dearly departed Great Dane’s belongings in the middle of my shop with instructions to find good doggie homes for everything. And while I have to admit that the canine furnishings are nicer than anything currently occupying my home, potential buyers can’t seem to get past the gold-plated nameplates adhered to each piece spelling out the name R-E-G-I-N-A-L-D in glittering rhinestones, thus leaving me with an overabundance of Dane-inspired mementos)

…he hoisted himself up a foot off the ground and sunk into the memory foam mattress, one long ear draped across his face. He was snoring within eight seconds. Some best friend!

Navigating to the small kitchenette at the back of the shop without turning on the lights, I made a beeline for the coffee pot and began measuring grounds into a paper towel (I’d forgotten to buy filters the last time I was at the store). Shoving the basket into the coffee maker with more force than necessary, I absently rubbed the sore spot on my head as the precious liquid fell drop by drop into the glass pot. When there was finally enough for a decent sized gulp, I poured the brew into my favorite Port New Centennial commemorative mug – careful to avoid the chip on the rim so as not to cut my lip – and promptly scalded my tongue. To make matters worse (though what’s worse than pimpled taste buds?) the paper towel had slipped inside the basket leaving coffee grounds floating in my cup. And it’s not even eight o’clock yet. What’s next?

I should know better than to ask that question.

Dumping the polluted mess into the sink, it was still swirling down the drain when the wind chimes announced my first customer of the day. Dammit! I’d forgotten to lock the door behind me when I came in. Checking my teeth in a quahog shell mirror, scraping away a ground stuck between two incisors, I washed my hands and hurried to greet her. Or him, as was the case, and it also turned out he wasn’t a customer at all. Rather the one person I’d hoped not to see until two things happened – a) I recovered from this damned hangover and b) I scrubbed last night’s mortifying experience from my brain.

Since neither was likely to occur in the next five seconds, I stepped forward and mustered up a smile, one that expanded exponentially when I saw my guest arrived bearing gifts – two cups of what my nose told me was freshly-brewed Kona and a bag emblazoned with the Dough Knots logo.

“Thank you,” I said, relieving Spencer of his burden. “You’re a life-saver!”

Cornflower irises twinkling as they watched me belt down the java, my hero peeled the lid from his cup. “You’re welcome. I figured you might be in need of a pick-me-up. How’re you feeling this morning?”

“Mmfph.” Cramming half of a salted caramel bagel into my mouth (one whiff of the freshly baked treat and suddenly I was starving), I washed down the crumbs with another swig of coffee and discreetly wiped my mouth before turning an apologetic grin in his direction. “Sorry, again, about your shoes.”

He shrugged, his mouth quirking at the reminder of the previous night’s fiasco. “Not a problem. Really. I needed new ones anyway.”

It was nice of him to lie.

Tilting my cup back to take another sip, frowning to discover it empty, I gazed longingly at Spencer’s, my still-tinged taste buds breaking out into a happy dance when he sighed and handed it over. Without a shred of guilt, I polished off the remainder of his coffee, my lips lingering on the rim where his had been a mere moment before. A tad junior-highish, you say? Maybe, but at the rate I’m going, it’s the closest I’ll ever get to his smackers! When it comes to Spencer Dane, I’m oh-for-two in the making an impression department – a favorable one, that is.

“Why is it so dark in here?” the object of my ill-timed mishaps asked. “You forget to pay the electric bill or something?”

“Oh, crap! I didn’t turn on the lights!” Remedying that oversight, I blinked rapidly in the sudden brightness, a familiar feeling of pride ballooning in my chest as I looked around the shop. Countless hours I’d spent refinishing the floors and painting the walls that gorgeous shade of seafoam green. The former occupant had been a chain-smoking fishmonger who hadn’t given a thought to how the placed looked – or smelled. If I told you about half the stuff I’d scraped off the floor…shudder!

Anyway, most of the shelving had been installed by my own two hands, though Dad and Grandpa Andrzej popped in from time to time to help with the heavier stuff, Mom and Grandma Lena hot on their heels in a supervisory capacity, a role they executed with the utmost diligence. Once the interior had been completed, the fun part began; filling the shop with the treasures – heirlooms, knickknacks, tchotchkes – I’d spent months accumulating. It’d taken nearly as long to arrange each individual item in its place as it had for me to acquire them, but with that accomplished, Finn’s Finds had finally opened her doors almost five years ago to the day.

I hadn’t looked back since. In fact, I was currently in negotiations with the landlord to buy the building. “Would you like a tour?”

“You mean there’s more to it than this?” Spencer asked, waving his arm expansively.

Biting back a snarky remark, for which I totally expected to earn points, I nodded and beckoned him toward the back of the shop where I keep the good stuff. Unfortunately, the exploration was curtailed by the arrival of a Shaker, Rattle and Roll tour bus out of Mount Legion, Connecticut. Pulling up to the curb, it opened its door and deposited thirty-seven members of the Our Sisters of the Fiery Pines church group – a collective of retirees that traverse the highways along the Eastern seaboard in search of original Shaker communities and discounted collectibles – onto the sidewalk in front of my shop. Eyes alighting like toddlers’ on Christmas morning when they saw my sign, within seconds they poured through the front door in an attempt to one-up their brethren with a one-of-a-kind find.

Note to self – take down that danged wind chime!

As the multitude of handbag and fanny pack accessorized seniors descended, I lost sight of Spencer, only to see him reappear for a moment before vanishing completely amongst a sea of silvery tresses. Startled when my pocket began buzzing (oh, right, my phone) I dug it out and smiled at the incoming text.

I know when I’m outnumbered. Dinner tonight?

Barely managing to type Y before two seventy-ish ladies rocking hot pink streaks in their snow-white hair advanced on me, arguing over which one had first spotted the whimsical ceramic figurine of a black kitten batting at a ball of real yarn, it was hours later before I remembered I’d never hit send. Crap!

Waiting until the last customer of the morning left the shop (I moved quite a bit of merchandise in those first few hours as the tour group attracted the attention of passersby who, in turn, came in to see what the fuss was about and ended up exiting with items they just couldn’t live without, like a brass chamber pot and a Bitsy Burps-a-lot doll), I dialed Spencer’s number. Straight to voicemail. Preferring to speak to him directly, I hung up, flipped over the ‘Out to Lunch’ sign and clipped Garfunkel’s leash to his collar. After locking up, we hit the pavement for the short walk to Dough Knots to grab a bite to eat.

In addition to offering the most delectable bagels, muffins, cookies, pies, cakes, scones (must I go on?), Wendi Steubens, proprietress and baker-extraordinaire of the eatery, also creates melt-in-your-mouth sandwiches that I swear could be on the menu of every Michelin five-star restaurant in the world. And should be!

“What’ve you whipped up today, Wen?” I asked, sticking my head through the open take-out window.

“Got a couple of specials to choose from,” came the answer, a seemingly disembodied hand appearing out of the depths of the kitchen to point in the direction of a chalkboard propped up on the sidewalk. The rest of the body followed in stages – marmalade-colored hair hanging in a braided rope over one deeply-tanned shoulder, a food-splattered apron tied around an ample waist, two rows of meticulously straight and blindingly white teeth – before Wendi materialized in her entirety and shuffled over, peering out at my companion. “Is that my Garfunkey? Hey, boy, how you doin’ today? I got something here – baked up a goodie just for you!”

Amazing how the words ‘come’ and ‘stay’ are foreign to his Basset ears but say the word ‘goodie’ and you have Garfunkel’s full attention. With a throaty “Bar-roof!” my pooch plopped down on his haunches and began drooling, his tail sweeping the pavement.

“Real appetizing, Garf!” I commented on his slobber, half out of love and half out of disgust as Wendi handed over a Fido Bar the size of my ulna. “No raw oysters for me today!”

Ignoring me as was his habit, he accepted the treat delicately (so not his habit) and plopped to the ground, gnawing with a ferocity that would make his wolf ancestors proud.

As for me, I ordered the clams casino salad on freshly-baked, warm-from-the-oven whole wheat (it shouldn’t work, but it does), and claimed the last umbrella-shaded table on the deck, ignoring the nasty look flung in my direction from a family of four who’d piled out of their RV looking for a place to picnic. Hey, I’m a paying customer, thank you very much! The campground is two blocks over on the right.

There’s something about a fresh clam that soothes away stress, and a quarter pound of them is better than any spa treatment! Devouring my sandwich with the same enthusiasm as Garfunkel gobbling up his Fido Bar, I pushed the empty plate aside and leaned back in my seat, inhaling deeply. One of the nice things about owning my own business is that I can come and go as I please, and after the profitable morning I’d had, indulging in a few extra minutes of relaxation wasn’t going to hurt my bottom line. Closing my eyes, I tuned out everything but the sound of the waves as they rolled to shore, synching my breathing to the rhythm.

I love living in Port New. Those long stretches of crystalline beaches, perfect for strolling along with that special someone under a harvest moon. The hidden coves tucked out of sight; ideal getaways for romantic trysts. The fine mist of salt coating every surface it comes into contact with, from skin to clothing to Lance, and the unrelenting humidity that perpetuates the definition of a bad hair day. Oh, yeah. Living near the ocean is grand. But as much as I bitch about it, I could never move to the city like Spencer did, surrounded by high rises and concrete and–

Spencer! Shoot! I forgot to try him again. Balling up my paper plate and tossing it into a nearby trash can, I hit redial and waited for the call to connect.

Isn’t it funny how a person can customize their phone with a personalized ringtone, but all the caller hears is brring…brring…brring? Not wanting to leave a message, I was about to hang up, nearly choking when he answered.

“Hello?”

“Spencer. Hi. Sorry about not texting you back. I started to, but then these two women came up to the counter and were all like ‘I saw it first.’ ‘No, I did.’ ‘Marjorie Littman, you’re a liar’ ‘Pamela Smythe, you take that back!’ and I was afraid it’d turn to fisticuffs, and I’d have to call the cops, and–”

“I was hoping you’d call,” he interrupted.

“You were?” He was? He’d been thinking about me? Like, ‘where has she been all my life or how long do I wait to file a restraining order’ thinking about me? Raucous laughter in the background distracted me from both scenarios. “Where are you?”

“In a limousine bus on the way to Foxwoods. Apparently, my future brother-in-law planned this guys’ day out and forgot to mention it. We probably won’t be back until late, so I can’t take you to dinner. I’m sorry, Finn.”

“Oh.” My spirits plummeted.

Continuing on as if he hadn’t heard me, he said, “It’s just that I came back for the wedding, you know, so I’m sort of obligated to do family stuff. I was waiting until we got there to call you. I didn’t want to explain by text.”

“Yeah, sure, of course. I appreciate that.” Another burst of laughter erupted on his end, and the thought that his compadres were laughing at me popped into my head. In a sudden rush to end the call, I said quickly, “Have fun, and I’ll see you on Saturday.”

“Finn–”

I hung up on him.

Well, that went well – not! I’m sure at this very moment he’s wishing he’d asked someone else to the wedding.

About to return to the shop, I stopped midway to standing, frozen in a crazy, contorted yoga pose. He wouldn’t do that, would he? Ditch me and ask someone else? Who does he have in mind? Almost everyone we went to school with is married or has moved away except for…oh, no…he couldn’t. He wouldn’t! Surely, he won’t ask her! If he does, I’ll never hear the end of it from everyone I know. And how on earth will I ever be able to explain it to my mother?

The ‘her’ in question is my high school nemesis, JoBeth Halpern – JoJo, as she’s known to her friends. I had my own private nickname for her, which also happened to be the name of a popular snack cake. JoJo Halpern was head everything back then – head cheerleader, head of the yearbook committee, head of the debate club, and if the rumors were true, she gave good…well, never mind. Suffice it to say, she’d always been extremely popular, and fifteen years later still gave the men of Port New a run for their money. She and Spencer had also dated a few times junior year.

Recently divorced from her second (or was it her third?) husband, JoJo had made it no secret that Spencer Dane was her heart’s desire. Now that he was back in town, it was only a matter of time before she dug her talons into him.

Sinking back down to the wooden bench (not as easy as it sounds with my muscles twisted up like a pretzel) I dropped my forehead onto the tabletop and banged it a half dozen times, stopping only when Garfunkel nudged me with suspiciously sticky jowls in a rare display of canine concern. Exhaling a sigh that would make Sarah Bernhardt – the consummate drama queen, in my opinion – proud, I looked over at my pooch and cringed, my own miseries evaporating at the sight of what could only be described as ‘a mess’.

Apparently, while otherwise occupied having my moment, the stomach-on-legs-disguised-as-a-Basset-Hound I own had rooted out and feasted upon an ice cream cone some unfortunate youngster had dropped. Tutti-frutti encrusted ears dragged along the ground collecting sand, food particles, and God-only-knew what else as my pooch dutifully hunted for any morsel of dessert he’d overlooked.

“Come on, you. Let’s go,” I muttered, standing up and tugging on Garfunkel’s leash. Aside from the clean-up wrestling match awaiting me once we returned to the shop, my insides were shuddering in anticipation of the late-night accident that was sure to follow. Have I mentioned my hound, aside from sporting more skin than fur, is also afflicted with a sensitive tummy? No? Well, he is, and an emergency trip to the vet’s office is not how I want to spend my evening.

Arriving at Finn’s Finds without further ingestion of unknown substances, Garfunkel was surprisingly cooperative sequestered in the tiny restroom in the back of the store as I washed the sticky residue from his ears and face with a wet cloth, the chore turning into an impromptu game of tug-of-war when the rag neared his mouth and he snagged it between his teeth.

“Give me that, you beast!”

Tugging fiercely, his low center of gravity gained him the advantage as a low growl rumbled deep in his chest. Planting his feet, he shook his head back and forth vigorously, jerking me off-balance, my knees connecting with a resounding thunk against the wooden floor as I fell forward from my squatting position. “Owww! Beast!”

Indifferent to my injury, Garfunkel nudged open the restroom door and absconded to his king-size Reginald bed with his prize, gnawing delightedly, one ear still encrusted with sprinkles. Oh, well, it’s not like he’s going to bring home a prize from a beauty contest anyway. They’ll fall off eventually. Besides, a quartet of tourists just walked in eager to spend some hard-earned dough. Who am I to deny them the pleasure?

The afternoon sped by quickly. Not a mad rush like the morning, but enough traffic to keep me on my feet until closing. Ringing up the final sale of the day, I pondered how to occupy the rest of my evening. Originally intending to rush home and get ready for my date with Spencer, with that plan eighty-sixed, the prospect of spending the evening alone feeling sorry for myself sounds unappealing, and with a stack of paperwork waiting for me in my office, I might as well order take-out and put the time to constructive use.

Just as I flipped over the ‘Closed’ sign, an attractive, middle-aged couple dressed to the nines appeared at the door. These two weren’t your run-of-the-mill tourists looking to snag a kitschy souvenir to commemorate their vacation. No, they were the real deal, antiquers on the prowl for specific prey and my shop was their hunting ground. The prospect of a big sale rejuvenating my spirits, I made a spur-of-the-moment decision to extend my hours and opened the door, welcoming them in with a broad flourish of my arm.

“Oh, thank you so much for letting us in,” the woman gushed, breezing by me without so much as a glance in my direction as she tucked a golden curl behind her ear, her dark-eyed gaze homing in on the shelves of wooden boxes displayed along the far wall.

“Yes, quite nice of you.” Immaculately groomed, not a strand of russet hair out of place, the gentleman followed closely on her heels, making a beeline for the same shelf that held his companion’s rapt attention.

Ah, these are the kind of people I love dealing with; those who know exactly what they’re looking for. Adopting a professional demeanor, I followed them and launched into my polished sales script having learned early on not to hit prospective buyers with a hard-nosed pitch. “Ah, so you’re interested in antique boxes. Very good. As you can see, there’s some beautiful craftsmanship among these. Is there something, in particular, you’re looking for?”

“Not really–”

“As a matter of fact, there is,” the man interrupted before the woman could continue. “We’re looking for a 19th-century writing case made of mahogany and brass. Would you have such a piece on hand?”

About to confirm that there was such an item in the store, I clammed up at the last second. First of all, isn’t it the teeniest bit coincidental that the day after Beady Eyes appears looking to unload the piece for a fraction of what it’s worth, these two show up looking for the same thing? Not to mention, I’m a tad reluctant to part with my treasure before I’ve had adequate opportunity to examine it thoroughly, and I really, really want to extract that hidden piece of correspondence from between the box’s seams. Since it hadn’t been entered into inventory yet, technically I wasn’t lying when I said, “Sorry, no, nothing like that, I’m afraid. But I get new pieces in all of the time. If you’d like to leave your name and number, I’d be happy to give you a call if I come across what you’re looking for.”

Closing the gap between us in the space of a second, the man thrust his face in mine and leveled me with a sinister gleam. “Are you sure? Maybe you should check again.”

Okay. This isn’t good. I mean, I’m all for an enthusiastic customer, but this one’s taking it a step too far. What’s that? Why not say I made a mistake and give up the box right then and there? To be honest, the thought crossed my mind for like a nanosecond, but why should I part with something that’s rightfully mine just because this guy’s acting like an ass? Not to mention, I’m finding the entire interaction more than a little suspicious. I did these folks a favor letting them come in even though it’s closing time…all right, yes, greed may have played a part, me thinking they were big spenders and all, but that doesn’t mean I have to put up with their shenanigans.

Holding my ground, I crossed my arms and nodded firmly, praying the thunderous booming in my chest would go unnoticed. “I keep impeccable records, sir, and know each piece that’s available for sale.”

He sneered (like that’s supposed to intimidate me), but apparently, my poker face was convincing because he took a step back, grabbing the woman’s hand. “Let’s get out of here! I told you this was a waste of time.”

My mouth getting the better of me, I called after them, “Thanks for stopping by. Please come again,” before locking the door and shutting off the lights, plunging the store into semi-darkness. I don’t often get the willies, but those two set off alarm bells similar to the ones I heard when dealing with the man who sold me the box. What is it about that piece anyway? Is it cursed or something?

Making my way across the floor in the dim lighting, I nimbly skirted various vertical display cases and solidly-built furniture on the way toward the back of the shop, glancing over at the Reginald bed as I passed. Curled into a tight ball, Garfunkel was sound asleep, the ear draped over his face fluttering softly when he snored.

“Hmphf! Some guard dog you are! I’m practically threatened with bodily harm, and you’re over there snoozing!” He responded with a groan, sinking further into the padding.

Stopping long enough to retrieve the vexatious writing case from a cubby behind the counter, I entered my office and plopped down onto an 1890s Victorian chair that needed reupholstering, setting the box on top of a cluttered Mid-Century coffee table. With the dissolution of my dinner plans (hope Spencer’s killing it at the slots), my evening’s open, and since the shop is closed tomorrow (as it is every Wednesday), I have plenty of time to investigate my new acquisition. Maybe the thing poking out from the seam is actually a vendor tag or something along those lines. I’ll do some research on the internet, see if I can track down its origins, but first, food. I’m starving!

My phone rang just as the delivery guy from Chen’s Chinese Palace dropped off my number seven. Thinking (hoping) it was Spencer, I snatched it up without looking at the Caller I.D.

“Hi, Mom. What? Oh, okay. That’s not a problem. Yes, I’m sure. Mom, I’m perfectly capable of finding a suitable dress for the wedding on my own.” Placing the call on speaker, I popped a wonton into my mouth and chewed quickly. “Of course, I understand. An abscessed tooth is nothing to fool with, and the sooner Dad gets in to see the oral surgeon, the better. What time is his appointment in the morning?”

Anita Bartusiak’s voice filled the room. “Eight o’clock. Remember Mindy Carson? Carol’s daughter? The two of you used to play Pony Tails together. Drove me crazy finding little horsey accessories all over the place.”

“We were five, Mom.”

“I’m well aware of how old you were, Finley. I’m the one who gave birth to you, remember? How I hope to someday pass your toys onto my grandchildren…”

Carrying on a conversation with my mother is sort of like riding the Tilt-O-Whirl at the carnival – you never know which direction you’re headed. If I don’t get this confab back on track, next she’ll be reminiscing about the dress I wore on my first day of kindergarten. “What does this walk down memory lane have to do with the dentist?”

“Oh, well, Mindy is Dr. Greene’s receptionist now, and she was kind enough to shuffle the schedule around so your father could be seen first thing.”

“That was nice of her. Listen, Mom, my food’s getting cold so I’m going to let you go. Give Dad my love and tell him I’ll stop in sometime tomorrow to visit.”

“Why not come over for dinner? That way you can show me what you bought.”

And there it is. The real reason for her invitation.

“Sounds great. I’ll see you then. Love you, Mom.”

“Love you too, dear.”

Ending the call, I got down to business. Despite incorporating every trick in the book, that danged slip of paper eluded me time and again. Not thrilled with the prospect of dismantling the case, knowing an act of such barbarism would devalue the piece, I turned to the internet in hopes of finding a solution to my dilemma.

An hour and forty-seven minutes, two games of Bump Block, and the remainder of my Chinese food later, I was no closer to finding a resolution than when I’d started. Snatching the box off the table, holding it high above my head, daring myself to smash it to smithereens – a miracle happened.

A slip of paper slightly larger than an index card fell from between the seams and floated ever so gently to the floor. Almost dropping the case in my elation (wouldn’t that just be my luck?), I set it gingerly on the table and retrieved the note.

Zubcd Yefemeby

Xlw k Wrlm no

Vpqre Upbpqee

Huh? What kind of crazy language is this?

I attempted to sound it out, tripping over my tongue because – let’s face it – it’s impossible to pronounce words that have no vowels. Thinking I’d stumbled onto either an ancient, and possibly forgotten, language, or a secret military code, I hopped back on the computer for some serious research. It wasn’t until the Gothic cathedral mantel clock perched on the shelf above a row of whiskey barrels chimed twelve that I realized I’d been staring at the screen for the better part of three hours. That would explain my grainy eyeballs.

“Time to call it a night. Come on, Garfunkel. Let’s go home.”

Shutting off the computer, I slipped the note into my pocket, leaving the writing case in my office for the time being. Who knew what other mysterious messages might be hidden inside? Turning off the light, plunging the room into darkness, I walked out front to collect my sleepy hound, dim lumens from the street lamp outside filtering in through the plate glass window, illuminating my way and casting shadows along the floor and walls. Headlights from a passing car briefly lit up the interior of the shop, glinting off the wind chimes that hung over the front door.

If only I’d had the forethought to hang a set of chimes over the back door as well. Then, perhaps, they would’ve warned me about the person who jimmied the lock, crept up behind me, and wrapped his fingers around my neck, squeezing until everything went black.
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Chapter Four
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Waking up in the hospital is a surreal experience, especially given the fact I have no idea how I got here. The moment is made more distressing by the worry etched across my loved ones’ faces. Judging by their expressions, I’m either a hairsbreadth away from needing last rites, or they just learned that saturated fats are bad for your health. Either way, the outcome isn’t good.

Seated beside the bed is Grandma Lena, counting her rosary while praying to a litany of saints. In times of great misfortune, she brings out the big guns. Have I mentioned we’re Catholic? Grandpa Andrzej is hovering behind her, his expression resembling Garfunkel’s after I’ve denied the pooch a third Fido Bar. Dad’s standing sentry at the foot of the bed looking miserable, though I’m not sure if it’s on my account or the fact that his face is blown up like a puffer fish. Poor guy. He should be home resting instead of hanging out here holding an ice pack to his jaw.

Which brings me to Mom. When my mother gets nervous or upset, she fusses with everything, her fingers taking on a life of their own, and at this moment those digits were tucking in my blanket to the point of suffocation. Mine.

“Ow, Mom, stop! I can’t breathe!” My shout barely registered above a whisper. Excuse me while I pause here for a second to take stock.

My head is throbbing like a virgin’s loins; lost within the pages of her first steamy romance novel. In addition, a layer of hot lava garnished with shards of broken glass is coating my throat, and with every exhalation, I fear igniting the bed sheets on fire. Got it.

Now, where was I? Oh, yeah; imminent asphyxiation.

I brushed feebly at Mom’s hands, prompting her to fidget with my IV line instead.

“Do you want me to call the nurse?” she asked, increasing the flow of whatever solution is in the bag.

“No,” I rasped, my curiosity at how I ended up in this state overriding my alarm. “What happened? How’d I get here?”

Frowning, she squeezed between Grandma Lena and the bed and gingerly perched on the edge. “What do you remember?”

I shook my head, realizing too late that bouncing it around like a bobble-head figurine wasn’t the smartest idea, but everything that happened after turning off the office light was a blank, and there was no sense straining my voice to say so. Mom picked up my hand, cradling it in hers the same way she had when I was eleven, and she was gearing up to deliver the facts of life. I feared the worst.

“Well, honey, it appears you were robbed.”

“Robbed!” Damn, it’s hard to sound indignant with compromised vocal cords. “What did they take? Wait – where’s Garfunkel?”

“Garfunkel’s fine. In fact, he probably saved your life.”

What’s this? My follicly-mutated canine companion woke up long enough to come to my rescue? Huh. Wasn’t expecting that. “Did he take down the culprit? Hold him at bay until the cops arrived?”

“Uh, not exactly.” Mom leaned forward conspiratorially. “He howled.”

“He wha’?”

“Howled. Stood over your lifeless body and bellowed for dear life. The racket is what caught Spencer’s attention.”

Lifeless body. And I’m accused of being the dramatic one. Wait a minute…did she say…

“Spencer? Back up a sec. You lost me. He wasn’t even there – he’s in Massachusetts.”

“He was on his way home and noticed your car still parked in front of the shop. Thinking that odd, he decided to check on you. The front door was locked, but with the commotion Garfunkel was making, he knew something was wrong, so he went around back to the alley and found the door standing wide open. He rushed in and saw you lying unconscious on the floor. That’s when he called for an ambulance and the police. And us, of course. He saved your life.”

“I thought Garfunkel did that.”

“Well, Garfunkel sounded the alarm. Spencer’s the one who came to your aid.”

Watching my mother gush over my secret crush is strangely disconcerting. Even more so when said infatuation stepped into view. “Where did you come from?”

“Finley, don’t be rude!” my mother admonished as if Spencer had arrived for tea instead of a visit to my deathbed, before turning to him and apologizing. “I’m sorry. I don’t know where her manners are.”

Hello! Nearly strangled to death, here. I think a little grumpiness on my part is reasonable and, let’s be honest, to be expected. Sheesh! Still, no sense incurring my mother’s wrath, especially since I’m hoping she’ll invite me to recuperate at her house for a few days. Attempting a smile which I suspect came off more like a grimace, I rasped sincerely, “Sorry, Spencer. Thank you for being here and for saving my life.”

“My pleasure,” he replied casually, though his eyes held deep concern for my well-being. “Guess I should’ve taken you to dinner after all.”

“That all depends on how you did at the crap tables,” I croaked, my attempt at a joke falling flat as I erupted into a coughing fit.

My entourage sprang into action. Grandma Lena thrust a cup of water into my hand spilling half of it down the front of my hospital gown, Dad and Grandpa Andrzej retreated a half dozen steps in case I began emitting bodily fluids, and Mom sprinted into the hallway with the intent of flagging down the nearest doctor, nurse, or custodian to come to my aid.

Spencer, alternatively, sat down next to me and patted gently between my shoulder blades, the soft vibrations doing nothing to ease my lung paroxysms though I appreciated the effort – and the skin on skin contact, as the edges of my gown didn’t quite meet all the way in the back. Dang, his hands are soft. I wonder which moisturizer he uses?

Before I could explore that thought further, Mom reentered the room hauling a disgruntled nurse outfitted in mint green scrubs with her. In less time than it took to nuke a burrito, the RN ran a quick check of my vitals, made a notation in my chart, and promised the doctor would be in to see me shortly before breezing back out. Guess it’s just as well my coughing fit subsided on its own.

“Look, everyone, I appreciate you all being here, but I’m fine. Dad, you should be at home resting – you look like you’re about to keel over, and your dentist appointment is in a couple of hours. Grandma and Grandpa, there’s no need for you to stay either, but would you mind checking in on Garfunkel before you go home? He must be confused.” Or sleeping, knowing my pooch. “By the way, where is he?”

“I asked Wendi to look after him,” Spencer spoke up. “The sirens woke her, and she came by the shop to see what was going on. She was more than happy to take him back to her apartment with her.”

“Thank you for that.” I smiled, communicating my appreciation. “In that case, you should all go straight home. You, too, Mom. I know it’s past your bedtime.”

It was past mine, too, and I was starting to feel it, but as my family filed out (amidst numerous objections from my mother), another couple filed in, and I knew I wasn’t going to get any sleep anytime soon.

Zara O’Hara – yes, that’s her real name; tease her about it and she’s liable to pull out her gun and shoot you – is a detective with the Port New Police Department and my best friend since the second grade when an incident involving identical lunch boxes and a mistakenly eaten snack cake bonded us for life. The youngest of seven children and only daughter of a Jamaican mother and Irish father, she worked her way up the law enforcement ladder rather quickly thanks to a combination of intelligence, a take-no-bullshit attitude, and sharp-looking wardrobe, though her current hairstyle of Fulani braids has been raising eyebrows amongst her peers. At least she opted to forego the beads.

The polar opposite of his conservatively-dressed partner, Duley Beaudry has a penchant for Hawaiian shirts and blue jeans which lend themselves to the first impression most people form of the sloe-eyed, meaty-built, Louisiana native as dim-witted and fool-hardy, an image he gleefully nurtures to his advantage. Picture, if you will, a perp’s shock and astonishment when this six-foot-four, two hundred and thirty-seven pound hulk takes the stand and unleashes Harvard-educated testimony in a rumbling, twangy baritone (think James Earl Jones with a Southern drawl) against him or her when for the entire investigative process he’d barely spoken a word. Better than anything cable has to offer, let me tell you. At the moment, though, this gentle giant looks ready to rip someone’s head off.

“What’s up with him?” I asked Zara, tracking Duley’s progress back and forth as he paced the small confines of the room like a caged animal.

“Are you kidding me?” My BFF plopped down on the bed with no concern for my injuries. “He’s been like this since we arrived at the scene. ‘Nobody hurts my Finn and lives to tell about it!’ That’s a direct quote.”

“Awe, Duley, come here.” I held out my hand to the big lug. “It’s sweet you’re this worked up, but I’d hate to see you end up in the slammer with all those scumbags you’ve put away. Might be best if you tone down the lethal threats for the time being, bud.”

Clutching mine in his bear paw of a hand, Duley scowled down at me. Had I not been familiar with his unique means of expression, my blood pressure might’ve spiked high enough to set off the alarm, but I knew he was harmless with those he regarded as family, and I’d been informed the first time we’d met that he considered me the sister he never had – a sentiment I cherish wholeheartedly though I shudder to think how it goes over with the two sisters he does have; both of whom are delightful, by the way. I curled my fingers around his and gave a squeeze, safe in the knowledge that, for the moment, no harm would come to me.

“Uh, I’ll get out of your way,” Spencer spoke up, startling me because I thought he’d left when my family had. “Get some rest, Finn. I’ll drop by later to see you.”

Feeling all warm and gushy inside (what kinds of meds do they have me on?), I grinned broadly despite the wave of nausea brought on by my rapid facial movement. “Thanks for–”

“Actually, Dane, why don’t you stick around?” Zara interrupted, denying me the opportunity to fawn over my hero. “We want to talk to you too, and this saves us the trouble of having to track you down.”

“Sure. Not a problem at all.” Spencer’s attempt to hide his grin at Zara’s hostile tone failed miserably. The last time they’d seen each other was when he’d given the valedictorian speech at our high school graduation, edging her out for the honor by a mere half point, and to the best of his knowledge, she’d held a grudge.

In actuality, she’d held onto more than one. What he had no way of knowing was that as my best friend, Zara’d been witness to countless Friday nights of pillow sobbing and ice cream consuming at a time when she should’ve been going out on her own dates. But rather than blame me for holding her back socially, she’d directed her ire where she’d thought it due – at Spencer. Guess I need to catch her up on recent developments.

Yeah, I know. I should’ve told her already, but I’ve been kind of busy, what with making an idiot out of myself in Darby’s parking lot last night and getting strangled tonight. Or is it Darby’s Monday night and getting strangled last night? Which day is it, anyway? I’m so confused. Anyway, I think she’ll understand, though the way her fingers are inching towards her cuffs, maybe I should tell her now before she hauls his ass in on some trumped-up charge.

Before I got the chance, she lit into Spencer like a game show host during the lightning round. “What time did you get to the shop?”

“Ten past twelv–”

“Did you see anyone leaving as you arrived?”

“No, I–”

“How about in the vicinity? Anyone walking on the street or a car that was idling or parked at an odd angle?”

“Nothing like that. I–”

“What were you doing downtown at that hour?”

“Are you going to let me answer this time or do you want to jump ahead to the next question?”

Zara’s forehead puckered. The hostility she’d met him with earlier he was dishing back in spades, and I cringed at the inevitable showdown. Beside me, Duley tensed, unsure as to which combatant he was supposed to defend – his partner or the witness she was currently badgering – ultimately deciding to wait and see how the scene played out.

Regaining a modicum of composure, Zara tilted her head ever so slightly in Spencer’s direction. “I’m listening.”

“Thank you,” he replied. “I felt bad about canceling our dinner date–”

“Whose dinner date?” So much for not interrupting. Then, as the answer to her own question dawned on her, Zara snapped her eyes towards me. “The two of you are dating?”

“Not technically,” I shrugged, remembering too late that any movement was apt to exacerbate my headache. “Not even un-technically. I mean, sure, he asked me to go with him to his sister’s wedding, and we hung out at Darby’s last night–”

“You WHAT?”

“There was a group of us,” I clarified, cognizant of the fact that Duley had abandoned me and was attempting to cram his hulking frame as unobtrusively as possible into the corner. He’d been partners with Zara long enough to recognize the signs of an impending explosion and knew when to take cover. So did I, but I blame my current medical state for missing the cues as I waded deeper into the sea of explanations. “Jake and Claudia were there, and Randy and Gigi–”

“Have you totally lost your mind?” Had I announced I spend every weekend shaking my tatas onstage at Herbie’s Hooters and Hoochies off Route 1, Zara would’ve been less surprised. “You couldn’t stand that group of phonies when we were in high school, but now, you’re best buds? Next, you’ll be telling me you and Monty Halloran go cruising up the coast on your day off.”

“Ewww. As if!”

Spinning on her Christian Louboutin flats – no knock-offs here; when it comes to shoes, Zara wears the real deal – she turned her back to me and shot daggers at Spencer, her stance suggestive of a palace guard who’s been constipated for a week. “Continue.”

Whether due to the late (or rather, early) hour or his concern for my well-being, Spencer clearly was no longer amused by Zara and her interrogation tactics. Ignoring the detective completely, he stepped over to the bed and brushed his lips against my cheek. “Get some rest. I’ll stop by later to check on you.”

“O-okay,” I stammered, silently cursing my flattened, yet frizzy, hair and lack of lip gloss. “Thank you again for saving me.”

“Anytime,” he winked, pausing in front of Duley on his way out. “If it’s convenient, I’ll stop by the station this afternoon and give you my statement.”

His emphasis on the word ‘you’ wasn’t lost on anyone in the room. Shooting a glance at his partner, Duley nodded and handed over his card, realizing there was no sense prolonging the antagonism currently pervading the room. “That’ll be fine. You might want to give me a call before you drop by, in case I’m out in the field.”

“Thanks.” With one last glance in my direction, Spencer exited the room, leaving me alone with the pair of detectives – one amused and one clearly not.

“You know, Zar,” I chastised primly, tugging on the blanket that covered the hideous hospital gown I wore. What I wouldn’t give to meet the person who decided that nothing would cheer up sick people more than outfitting them in mustard (French, not Dijon)-colored gowns splattered with purple squiggly teardrop shapes that disturbingly resembled sperm. “You could be a little nicer to him. He did save my life, after all.”

“Well, I wouldn’t know, would I, since he never got around to answering any of my questions!”

“You kinda never gave him the chance.” I rubbed my eyes as her face blurred before mine. “It’s been a long night. Can we finish this tomorrow?”

“It is tomorrow,” she pointed out.

“No, it’s not. It’s today.” Relieved to discover my sassiness still in working order, I grinned, unable to resist giving her a hard time, my cheerful mien slipping when she didn’t smile back. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” Her eyes pooled. “You could’ve been killed. You realize that, don’t you? When I think of how close you came…”

“But I wasn’t.” Not known for her bouts of emotional expression, seeing Zara near tears unnerved me. In the third grade, she’d earned the nickname Teflon when Kenny Weir called her a troll and knocked her to the ground. Instead of crying as most eight-year-old girls would’ve, she jumped up, brushed herself off, and resumed playing hopscotch without missing a step, the incident rolling off her back like water off a duck’s. Growing up at the mercy of six older brothers, it took a lot to ruffle her feathers and apparently me almost dying was just such a catalyst. Before I began bawling, too, I changed the subject. “So, the scumbag who attacked me; did he take anything?”

Zara swiped at her face, slipping back into official mode. “The register was empty. Did you go to the bank after you closed?”

Uh oh. I don’t like the direction this is heading. “No. The day’s receipts were in a cash bag by the register. Next to my purse on the counter,” I added hopefully on the off chance that one or all of the half dozen law enforcement officers who’d scoured the scene had overlooked two objects in plain sight, those hopes sinking as Duley and Zara’s heads shook in unison.

“The first officers at the scene didn’t report finding a cash bag. Your purse was still there, but your wallet was gone,” Duley said.

“Crap!” The force of the expletive heightened my cranial pounding. “And I just renewed my driver’s license last week!”

Zara rolled her eyes. “That’s what you’re worried about? Having to replace your driver’s license?”

“It was a great picture,” I pouted. Does she not understand that some things are irreplaceable?

On the verge of asking what other precious items had been filched, I was saved from further heartbreak by the arrival of a harried-looking doctor who I’m fairly certain had only reached puberty the week before. Falling back against the pillow, I feigned weakness. “Give it to me straight, Doc. How long have I got?”

Brushing aside my melodramatic theatrics, the newly-minted M.D. muttered unintelligibly as he poked and prodded, blinding me when his ophthalmic light burned holes in my retinas. Okay, not literally, but I’m going to be seeing spots for days. Making a few scribbles in my chart, he said, “Your vitals look good.”

Hot damn! Best news I’ve heard all day even if it is only 3:17 am. Throwing off the blanket (mustard-purple sperm hospital gown be damned!) and swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, my face took on a split-pea hue as a wave of nausea hit. Groaning, I crawled back under the covers. “Maybe I’ll hang around a little while longer.”

“That’d be my recommendation,” the doctor remarked drily, tucking his pen into his coat pocket as he issued rapid-fire instructions to the nurse who walked in, before nodding to the detective duo and vanishing as quickly as he’d appeared.

“Are you okay?” Zara asked, the worry lines etched around her eyes aging her by a decade.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired.” And, though I’d never admit it, scared out of my wits, because the twisted individual who’d used my neck as a stress reliever ball clearly had a few screws loose and upon the realization that he (I just knew it was a ‘he’) had left a witness, would stop at nothing to finish me off. Or so every thriller flick I’d ever watched wanted me to believe. Something in my gut, other than the Moo Goo Gai Pan I’d ingested hours earlier, told me there was more to this incident than simple robbery, and I suspected it had something to do with a certain mahogany and brass writing case and the coded message hidden inside. For a brief moment, I debated sharing my suspicions with Port New’s finest, but a little voice told me to wait. Or maybe it was the sedative that nice nurse administered. Either way, I kept quiet, my eyes drifting shut.

“Get some rest now. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. And, Finn?” Zara’s voice faded as she moved towards the doorway.

“Mmfph?”

“We’re not finished discussing this Spencer situation.”

Well, crap!
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After being released from the hospital Wednesday afternoon (I managed to sweet talk the doc into waiving his 24-hour-observation rule, though Mom suspects the staff was tired of listening to me whine – either way, a win in my book) I convalesced at my parents’ house, sprawled out on the sofa next to dad watching reruns of The Golden Girls. Remember I mentioned my father has a thing for Bea Arthur?

By lunchtime Thursday, I was pretty much back to normal, the symphony in my skull having faded to a lone piccolo player performing pianissimo. Dad, too, was feeling better. His cheeks no longer resembled those of a chipmunk’s, and his tortured moaning had tapered off to sporadic whimpering somewhere around midnight. Mom, on the other hand, was going batty caring for two full-grown, yet infantile-behaving loved ones and headed out for yoga at the crack of dawn with a vague ETA of when she’d return.

“Well, Pops,” I said, using the nickname my father hated yet lovingly tolerated. “It’s been fun, but I should head out. Need anything before I go?”

Not known for demonstrative expressions of sentimentality, Stanislav Bartusiak gathered me in his arms and held me close. “I love you, Maudie. You know that, right?”

Two things to note – first, my father is the only person permitted to call me any variation of the name Maude due to my deep respect for the man who indulged my mischievous behavior in the third grade when I referred to him as ‘Stan the Man’ in public at every opportunity, including church services and parent-teacher conferences; and second, his words were slightly garbled due to both the narcotic he’d taken ten minutes earlier for pain and the emotional lump in his throat, so he might have said, ‘I want money. Is it night?’

Choosing to believe the former, I brushed away a tear and said, “Of course, I do, Dad, but I think those meds the dentist has you on have made you loopy. Why don’t you lay down and take a nap? Some sleep will do you good.” After gaining his assurance that he’d get along fine without me, I left him to his own devices and rushed over to Dough Knots to retrieve my hound-in-shining-armor, stopping first at the DMV to get a new license. My picture sucks.

Entering Wendi’s apartment behind the eatery, I called out, “Where’s my smoochie-poochie? Did you miss Mama? Who scared off the big, bad man? Who did that? My brave boy did that! Give Mama a kiss!”

His nose appearing first, followed by a two-foot-long, quivering Jell-O-on-legs frame, Garfunkel galumphed across the room towards me, his eighteen-inch tail circling furiously. Cradling his Bassety-noggin in my hands while offering him carte blanche access to my face, he slathered it enthusiastically in Fido Bar-scented kisses for approximately forty-three seconds – his interest lasting longer than any relationship I’ve been in, to date.

“I appreciate you looking after him for me, Wen. I know he can be a handful sometimes but, on the upside, he doesn’t shed.”

“Very true.” My friend gave me a hug. “Hey, take a load off. You shouldn’t be on your feet after what you’ve been through. Have a seat, and I’ll make some tea.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want to keep you. I know you have the lunch rush to deal with. Just point me in the direction of his leash, and we’ll get out of your hair.”

“It’s all good. Antoine and Julie are working today, and if they need me, they know where to find me. So, what’s the scoop?”

Wendi handed me a cup of clam chowder to forestall my departure, knowing I wouldn’t refuse. She served the best clam chowder in the world, not only preparing her fish stock from scratch but adding bits of crispy, maple-infused bacon right before serving. Pure bliss.

Trying not to smack my lips between spoonsful, I recounted Tuesday night’s – or rather – early Wednesday morning’s ordeal, not quite embellishing my close brush with death but not glossing over it, either. “It was terrifying. When his hands closed around my throat, I thought I was a goner for sure!”

“His? You mean, the cops know who tried to kill you?” Wendi paled, her tan fading until the freckles on her face stood out like dots of cinnamon.

“Well, no.” Heaving a sigh, I stared dejectedly into my empty cup before setting it on the table. “They just felt like man’s hands. Strong. Wiry. And his fingernails were clipped short. I don’t know many women who wear their nails like that these days.”

“I do,” Wendi said, waving her culinary-gifted phalanges in front of my face. “But you’re one of my best customers, so it wouldn’t serve my purpose to murder you. Mwah-ha-ha.”

Have I mentioned Wendi scares me sometimes?

Thanking her for the chowder and for looking after my pooch, we headed out, stopping by the shop on the way home. The second I crossed the threshold, goosebumps pimpled my skin, and the willies locked me in their grip. I hate that feeling. Finn’s Finds is more than just my livelihood; it’s a part of me, like my arm or spleen. I don’t want to go through life afraid of my spleen. Garfunkel, on the other hand, had no such qualms, and nosing me aside, made a beeline for his Reginald bed. Sinking down into the cushion, he promptly began snoring.

Knowing he was unlikely to budge for at least an hour – you try moving the equivalent of a sixty-five-pound log without the help of heavy machinery – I figured I might as well straighten up a bit. I vaguely recalled a table being knocked over during the struggle and–

What the hell?

My first real look at the interior of my shop left me speechless. Evidently, the Port New police had deemed it necessary to rearrange my entire inventory while investigating the crime perpetrated against me. Tchotchkes were mixed in with the knickknacks, Civil War relics intermingled with Colonial-era keepsakes, and a layer of fine black powder coated every surface. After checking to make sure both doors were locked (I may have shoved a chifforobe against the back door as an extra precaution), I picked up my feather duster and headed into battle.

You’ve heard the expression, “Never bring a knife to a gunfight?” Apparently, there’s some logic to that because my choice of cleaning implement was no match for the fingerprint powder. The duster merely relocated those pesky grains of ferric oxide to one of only two objects in the store left untouched by their previous application – me.

“Great. Now I look like I spent the afternoon climbing around in someone’s chimney.” Unimpressed with my observation, Garfunkel continued snoozing.

It’s important to mention that while my attacker had been kind enough to knock me out of commission on a Wednesday (one of the two days during the week when the shop is closed), making the decision not to open today (which was tough, though upon seeing the state of the place, I’m glad I let Mom talk me into it) and closing the shop on Saturday afternoon in order to indulge on coconut shrimp and petit fours while angling for the best spot to stand to catch the bouquet means that hiring a cleaning crew to come in and finish what I ineffectively started will not only cost me money up front, it’ll necessitate keeping Finn’s Finds closed for an additional day, which ain’t gonna look pretty on my monthly bank statement.

That loss of potential income spurred me into action. Wiping the grime off my face, I rolled up my sleeves and lugged an industrial-strength vacuum cleaner out of the closet; the one Dad insisted I keep on hand in case of emergency.

“You never know what will happen. A customer might drop a vase or fall into a display case. You want to get sued when some little kid needs stitches? Mark my words, you’ll be glad to have this honey on hand if the time comes. And wait ’til you check out the suction on this thing!”

Not that fingerprint powder is the same as broken glass, but an emergency’s an emergency, right? And, my father wasn’t wrong. This baby could thread the eye of a needle with a two-by-four!

Three and a half hours later, the shop no longer resembling a stage set from the latest police procedural, I happened to glance outside while coiling the cord around the vacuum cleaner.

Note to self – invest in a portable defibrillator.

Back in high school, I drove Dad’s Monte Carlo for a week, totally oblivious to the oil light indicator glowing red on the dash the entire time. Well, at the sight of a face mashed up against the glass beneath the cleverly designed vinyl Finn’s Finds graphic on the front window, my heart seized like that Chevy big block, a scream lodging in my throat, unable to escape thanks to the pair of oxygen-filled sacs beneath my ribcage which seemingly no longer functioned.

So, this is it. My life is coming to an end in the most gruesome fashion imaginable at the hands of a psychopath in the middle of my beloved shop while my faithful canine companion snores away in the background.

What do you mean, how do I know it’s going to be gruesome? Isn’t that Psychopath 101? Decapitation. Separation of limbs. Body parts stuffed into cavities not intended for those particular appendages. Need I go on?

Paralyzed with fear, I stood frozen as the figure moved towards the door. Adopting Grandma Lena’s practice of invoking the saints in moments of crises, a prayer sprang to my lips, seven years of catechism finally paying off.

“Heavenly Father, take me now before this inhumane creature has the chance to wrap his hands around my throat and squeeze every last ounce of life from my not quite out-of-shape body and…what the hell, Zara? Me nearly getting strangled to death isn’t enough for you? You’re trying to finish me off with a heart attack?”

Using her key to let herself in, my BFF pinned me with her best detective’s glare. “Well, if you’d answer your phone once in a while, I wouldn’t have to drag my butt down here for a welfare check. I’ve been leaving messages for the past two hours and almost called for backup, certain I’d arrive and find your lifeless body hacked into a dozen little pieces.”

And neither of us were drama majors. Go figure.

Waving a paper bag under my nose, the tantalizing aroma emanating from its confines reminding me how long it’d been since the clam chowder at Dough Knots, she added, “By the way, I brought dinner.”

The threat of my imminent demise no longer a concern, my stomach rumbled as she began laying food out on the counter. It’s hard to stay peeved at someone who comes over to check on your well-being and brings takeout from Kowalski’s. A family-owned Polish restaurant over on Fourth, they make these bite-sized pierogis that are to die for. Just don’t tell Grandma Lena I said so. She and Annika Kowalski have been feuding for years over some secret ingredient or stolen recipe or something like that. But I digress.

“So, what’s going on in here?” Zara asked, gesturing towards the cleaning equipment strewn about the room. “You spill something?”

“No, I didn’t spill anything.” My tone may have been a touch waspish. “I’ve been tackling the mess left behind by your investigators. What’d they use to disperse the fingerprint powder? A confetti cannon?”

“You should’ve called me. I would’ve given you the number for the crime scene clean-up guys.”

“I figured I’d save a buck and do it myself.” My teeth sinking into a pierogi, I was rewarded with a burst of rich potato and cream cheese filling. “So, why are you really here? Me not returning your messages in a timely fashion hardly seems like the type of thing you’d worry abou – oh! You know who attacked me, don’t you, and were calling to warn me he was on his way back to finish the job. That’s it, isn’t it? And when I didn’t answer, you rushed to my aid.”

Zara cocked a perfectly sculpted brow. “Waiting two hours is rushing to someone’s aid? Glad you’re not in the emergency-anything profession.” She wiped her hands on a paper towel and wadded it into a ball. “I called you from court to see how you were feeling. Twice, to be exact. If you check the number, you’ll see the other half dozen messages are courtesy of my partner who was convinced when you didn’t answer that some terrible calamity had befallen you.”

“Then why are you here instead of Duley?”

“Because he’s already broken one date this week with Suzanne and she told him if he broke another, they were through. So, after checking in with your folks – by the way, you should probably call and let them know you’re still breathing – he made me promise that I’d come over personally and verify with my own eyes that you’re still among the living. Say ‘cheese’”

The flash from her phone blinded me as she texted the image to Duley. “Forward that to Mom’s phone, would you? Save me a call.”

“You’re a heartless child,” Zara noted, obliging my request.

Grinning at her disapproval, I popped another pierogi into my mouth. “Not to worry. I’m sure I’ll hear all about it tomorrow when we go dress shopping.”

“Oh, yeah. That.”

You’d think, as my best friend, Zara would at least try to hide her contempt for Spencer, but no-ooo.

She cleared her throat. “Not to sound insensitive or anything…”

“When have you ever let that stop you?”

Zara rolled her eyes. “Come on, Finn. You’ve been in love with the guy since before puberty–”

“Hey! I take offense to that statement! I’ll have you know I was proudly sporting a training bra the first time I laid eyes on him.”

“Ah, yes. The infamous training bra. I seem to recall you going through a box of tissues a week.” Zara giggled. “Remember how your mom thought your dad was sneaking off to the basement with them and–”

My hands flew to my ears. “Ewww…stop! I beg of you! It was bad enough thinking that in the seventh grade! I don’t need a reminder of it now. Anyway, my usage of certain disposable paper products a million years ago has no bearing on the current topic.”

“Okay then, so why you?” Zara asked, stuffing the empty takeout boxes into the carry-out bag.

“Why me, what?” I took the bag from her and dropped it in the can next to the counter.

“Why’d Spencer ask you to be his date for his sister’s wedding?” She held up her hand to stave off my snarky comeback. “Don’t look at me that way. The thought crossed your mind, too, and if it didn’t, it should have. You pined for him all through junior high and high school but, to my knowledge, he never so much as glanced in your direction. And in the years since, you’ve had no contact with him whatsoever.” Her eyes narrowed. “Unless you’ve been holding out on me.”

“You know I wouldn’t do that. I tell you everything.”

“You didn’t tell me the two of you are dating,” she pointed out.

“Technically, we’re not dating. I was on the phone with him Monday night when he asked me to tag along to Darby’s.”

“After he showed up here and asked you to be his plus one, and before he asked you out to dinner on Tuesday. If that’s not the definition of dating, I don’t know what is.”

I hate it when Zara applies deductive reasoning to my life. True, she doesn’t know I already brought the topic up with Spencer, though come to think of it, he never did give me an answer. In fact, we’ve yet to finish any conversation we’ve started. I wonder why that is?

Certain she was expecting me to argue, I changed the subject, knowing that one surefire way to redirect my BFF’s train of thought is to bring up anything crime-related. “Have you made any progress on my case?”

Zara snorted. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.”

“What am I doing?”

Not buying my innocent act, she nonetheless indulged my curiosity. “No. Not yet. Are you sure there’s nothing else you remember? The sound of his voice, or the cadence or an accent. Anything that would help find this guy?”

“I wish I could. He didn’t speak, at least, not that I remember. Just felt his hands closing around my neck, his fingers pressing into my throat.” I shivered at the memory.

“Well, we’ll find him. Don’t worry about that. More than likely, it was a case of wrong place/wrong time. He wanted to rob the place and thought the shop was empty. Finding you here meant he had to improvise, so he strangled you. You’re just lucky he didn’t whack you over the head with one of those clubby things over there.”

“Croquet mallets once owned by former First Lady Lucy Hayes,” I clarified.

“Whatever,” Zara shrugged. “This could’ve ended much worse for you. So much worse.”

“I know, but it didn’t. Sure, losing a day’s receipts won’t exactly help my bottom line and the chances of the DMV ever catching me on a good hair and makeup day again are minimal, but at least I didn’t lose any inventory. There are quite a few items here worth big bucks if you know what you’re looking at.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Ignoring her skepticism, I jumped up and headed for my office. “In fact, I have something to show you. Just wait until you see this antique writing case I boug– oh no!” Dropping to the floor, I peered under the coffee table and sofa (huh. So, that’s where the cap to my lip balm went), and was promptly joined by Garfunkel (who mere moments before had been virtually unconscious), his nose twitching like a bunny’s. Finding nothing of interest, i.e., edible, he followed his olfactory receptors to the area near the counter where the promise of leftover take-out beckoned.

Zara, having materialized in the doorway at my cry, ascertained no immediate threat and holstered her sidearm, watching amusedly as I slithered along the carpet. “What are you looking for or do I want to know?”

“It’s gone!”

“What’s gone?”

“The box I wanted to show you. It was here in my office before the break-in, and now it’s not!”

“Finn, calm down. It’s gotta be here somewhere. One of the investigators probably moved it while processing the scene. Are you sure it’s not out on one of the shelves?”

Head smack. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that? They really did leave this place a mess.”

Thirty-seven minutes and a thorough check of the inventory later proved that wasn’t the case. The shop looking worse now than when I’d started cleaning, I threw my hands up and plopped down onto a 19th Century chaise. “That must’ve been what he was after.”

“What who was after?”

“This couple showed up at closing time on Tuesday asking about a mahogany and brass writing box. When I told them I didn’t have one, the man got kind of aggressive. He must’ve come back later to steal it.”

“Finn, you’re not making any sense.” Zara sat down next to me. “You just said you didn’t have the box.”

“Well, I sort of lied. But not really. I mean, that particular piece was in the shop, it just wasn’t for sale.”

“Let me get this straight. A customer walks in looking for a particular item and gets upset when you tell him you don’t have it. You actually do have it, but it’s not on display, so that person would have no way of knowing you weren’t being truthful, yet you think this man came back later to steal what he didn’t know you had?”

“Exactly.”

“I need a drink.”

“Zara, it was him! I know it was.”

“You said you didn’t see your attacker. How can you be so sure?”

“I didn’t. I can’t. It has to be him, though. No one else makes sense.”

Zara took a beat to absorb this information. “You didn’t happen to catch his name, did you? Or that of his companion? Didn’t you say it was a couple who came in?”

“No names, but I can give you descriptions of both.”

“Okay, then. Let’s go.”

“Go where? Why can’t I just tell you now?”

“Because you need to make an official statement.”

“But my head hurts.” Whining is not my most attractive quality, so it’s a good thing I’ve got my looks. Yeah, right. “All I want to do is go home and crash. Can’t this wait?”

“The sooner we have a description on record, the sooner we can start looking for this couple. I thought you wanted to see action on your case.”

“Fine,” I pouted. “The condition this place is in, there’s no way I’ll get it in order by tomorrow anyway. I’m better off closing the shop permanently.”

“Dramatic much?” Dragging me up out of my chair, Zara was on her phone before I could utter a protest. Okay, I uttered one, but it went unacknowledged. “Duley? Meet me at the station, pronto. I don’t care what Suzanne’s wearing. Get your butt down there. Finn remembered something.”
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“How’re you feeling? I can take you home if you want.”

“Will you stop asking me that? I’m fine. A little tipsy from these designer cocktails maybe, but otherwise A-Okay.” Alarm crossing his face, Spencer scooted his chair a few inches away from mine. How insulting! As if I’d throw up on him twice in one week! “Oh, stop. I promise there’ll be no repeat of Monday night’s parking lot debacle.”

“That’s a relief,” he grinned, scooting back. “I’m running out of clean shoes.”

A tingly feeling caused by either his teasing or these melon-infused rum concoctions I’ve been knocking back for the past two hours spread throughout my body. It was nice to relax and let go a little. In fact, I haven’t had this much fun since Mom, Grandma Lena, and I won first place in the karaoke contest at the Port New Quahog Festival two years ago after belting out our rendition of ‘It’s Raining Men’.

Bestowing upon my date a lopsided grin, I turned to watch the bride and her besotted groom make their rounds around the hall, the epitome of wedded bliss. Two-hour-old wedded bliss, but hey, who’s counting? “CJ looks happy. Doesn’t she look happy?”

“She does,” Spencer agreed.

“Everything was perfect, don’t you think? The flowers, the music…”

“The open bar.”

Apparently, rum makes me gush, a fact which hasn’t gone unnoticed by my date, and while I find his observation accurate – though less than humorous – it’s difficult to take offense while signaling the server for another round.

Polishing off the last of the coconut shrimp on his plate (dang! I was hoping to snag one), Spencer changed the subject. “You were telling me about your conversation with Zara. Has she come up with any leads on your case?”

“Not yet. I gave her descriptions of the couple who showed up as I was closing Tuesday night, but so far, nothing. Speaking of which, did you go by the station and give your statement?”

Spencer nodded. “Wednesday afternoon. Duley was out, so I ended up talking to De-tec-tive O’Hara. What’s with her, anyway? I remember Zara being tightly wound in high school but nothing compared to how she is now. Did she have her heart broken or something?”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because she seems to be a man-hater.”

I bristled. “She is not! Zara gets along with everyone!”

“So, her contempt is directed at me, personally.”

I shrugged, great at feigning ignorance when it’s called for. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Too bad Spencer wasn’t buying it.

“Come on, Finn. I’m pretty good at spotting a lie when I hear one. Care to explain why your best friend gives me the evil eye every time our paths cross?”

“I’ve never noticed.”

“Finn…”

“I’m not getting in the middle between you and Zara.” I’d staked that claim long ago. In fact, I was paying property taxes on it. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“Fine. What do you want to talk about?”

Draping the upper half of my strapless, aqua chiffon-enrobed body across the tabletop – I closely resembled a mermaid, but this dress was all I could find on short notice – I whispered loudly, “I’ve stumbled upon a mystery!”

Underwhelmed by my revelation, Spencer eyed the buffet table, contemplating a return trip for more shrimp. “A lot of mysterious goings-on in Port New, are there?”

“Actually, yes! Quite a few, in fact. But none as cryptic as this.” His baby blues registered a modicum of interest. “You’ll never guess what I found!”

“Found where?”

“In the box!” Duh. “The antique box I told you about earlier? You know, the one that was stolen.”

“How can you find something in an item that’s no longer in your possession?”

Sighing heavily, my eyes cartwheeled in their sockets. “Have you even been listening to me? I made my discovery before it went missing!”

“Oh, right.” Another glance at the buffet table. “Well, what did you find?”

“Since stuffing your face is apparently more important than anything I have to say, I’m not sure I should tell you now. You don’t seem all that interested.” Stiffening my spine, I jutted my chin toward the dance floor and crossed my arms over what Grandma Lena refers to as my ‘ample bosom’, holding that position only long enough for Spencer to take hold of my hands and turn my chair around to face his.

“I’m sorry,” he groveled. Well, not really, but I can pretend, can’t I? “You have my undivided attention. Please tell me what mysterious artifact you found in the priceless, one-of-a-kind, 19th-century, mahogany and brass writing case before it was appropriated from your ownership.”

Huh. He had been listening!

Glancing around quickly to make sure no one was within earshot, I dipped my head and whispered, “A secret and undecipherable code!”

“That’s it?” Unimpressed, Spencer dropped my hands and plucked a cherry tomato out of his salad, squashing it between his teeth.

Hmmm. Not exactly the reaction I was expecting. The music is kinda loud in here, though. Maybe he hadn’t heard me clearly. Raising my voice a smidge, I repeated emphatically, “A secret and undecipherable code.”

A crouton followed the tomato; his plan, evidently, to consume his salad one ingredient at a time. Crunching thoughtfully, he asked, “What, exactly, qualifies your find as either secret or a code?”

Geez, enough with the skepticism already! I’m not asking for fanfare and fireworks, but a little enthusiasm would be nice, especially considering he makes his living writing fiction. Failing miserably in my attempt to mask my sarcasm, I elaborated. “Well, for one thing, my discovery was hidden in a secret compartment, and for another, the letters written on the scrap of paper I found are indecipherable. Hence, secret and indecipherable code.”

“Did you just say ‘hence’?”

I erupted, earning curious glances from several wedding guests seated nearby. “That’s your takeaway? That I used the word ‘hence’? You know, just because something is unbelievable doesn’t make it any less real. And I find your inability to take me at my word rather insulting!”

I turned my back to him, a wayward cocktail shrimp that had fallen beneath the table adjacent to ours, catching my eye. Directing my ire towards it, I endeavored to set it aflame with my mind. Superpowers would be so cool right about now.

“What’re you getting so upset about?” Yes; he actually had the nerve to ask me that. “It’s not that I don’t believe you. I was merely remarking on your choice of adverb.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Literary show-off! I narrowed my eyes at the shrimp. Sizzle, baby. Sizzle.

“Would you like to dance?”

Damn! Way to break my concentration. Now I’ll never know how long it takes to flambé a crustacean. On the other hand, the band is playing a slow song which means up close and personal, body-to-body contact. Not a hard choice now that I think about it.

Swaying back and forth while Chris de Burgh crooned Lady in Red, my aforementioned ample bosom squashed uncomfortably against Spencer’s chest, my recent conversation with Zara sprung to mind. “You never answered my question.”

“Which question?”

Funny how all conscious thought evaporates when a pair of lips flutter against one’s neck. Focus, Finn, focus. “The one I asked you on Monday night at Darby’s. Why’d you invite me to be your plus-one tonight?”

Spinning me in a circle, Spencer caught me around the waist and pulled me close again. “Why? Aren’t you having fun?”

A little too much pressed up against him like this. “Sure, I am. But I’m curious. When you were sorting through your list of available dating prospects, how did my name come up? I mean, we never even spoke to each other in high school. I was invisible to you.”

He shook his head. “Finn Bartusiak, you were anything but invisible. I wanted to ask you out at least a dozen times but never had the nerve.”

“Oh, please! How stupid do you think I am? Spencer Dane, Editor of the school newspaper, Chairman of the Yearbook Committee both junior and senior year, Valedictorian of the senior class – you expect me to believe you were afraid to approach little ’ol me?”

“Terrified!”

How appropriate the wedding photographer waited until I’m making this face to take our picture. “No wonder you’re a bestseller, Dane. You have a way with fiction!”

“Why, thank you, Ms. Bartusiak. I appreciate the compliment.”

The band segued into At Last, my all-time favorite Etta James song, and we abandoned further conversation in favor of snuggling; Spencer’s arms wrapped securely around my waist, my head nestled against the curve of his neck – which smells divine, by the way. Closing my eyes, I think back fifteen years to all of the dances we didn’t have. This one more than makes up for them.

And then the moment became more perfect.

“Tell me more about this mysterious code you found. Have you had any luck cracking it?”

“Not yet, but I haven’t had much of a chance, what with the strangling and dress shopping taking up most of my week. But I’ll figure it out.”

“I have no doubt you will.”

“Thanks.” His confidence in my decryption abilities made me smile. “I’m still convinced it’s related to my attack though, even if the dynamic duo isn’t.”

“What makes you think that?” His arms still in place, Spencer leaned back to study my face.

“Don’t you find it the least bit coincidental that the day after some shady-looking guy comes into my shop wanting a measly thousand bucks for an antique–”

“Since when is a thousand dollars measly?” Spencer interrupted. “I could do a lot with that kind of cash.”

“Would you pay attention? Stop getting caught up in the details.”

“My apologies. Continue.”

“As I was saying, the day after I took possession of the box is the day I’m attacked and said item disappears.”

“Along with your wallet and bank deposit.”

I hate it when he’s logical.

Spencer spun me in another circle. “Maybe the perpetrator needed a last-minute gift for his wife or girlfriend and grabbed the first thing he could lay his hands on.”

Cringing at his choice of words seeing as the miscreant had laid his hands around my neck, I had to admit his explanation made sense. Not that I’d say that out loud. “What about the pushy couple? There was something off about them, too.”

“You mean, the ones you described to Zara?”

“Yes. I’m telling you, they were up to something. The way that guy got in my face…”

Spencer stopped cold, his abrupt deceleration throwing me off balance. “What do you mean, he got in your face? What did he do?”

Now I’ll admit; a guy’s attractiveness quotient shoots way up when he gets all fiercely protective and stuff, but the middle of the dance floor at his sister’s wedding is hardly the place for such a display of machismo. “Can we talk about this later, please? People are staring.”

I thought that was a pretty fair request, don’t you? Apparently not, as Spencer’s response was to haul me off the dance floor towards our table, which was currently occupied by a trio of horny, teenaged boys gleefully rating the physical attributes of the bridesmaids.

“You should be ashamed of yourselves,” I scolded as we detoured past the hormone-riddled lads in search of a quiet place where Spencer could grill me. Ending up sandwiched between a five-foot-tall floral arrangement and a plastic recycling can strewn with white tulle and pink ribbons, I scooched a few inches to the left to gain a clear view of the reception over his shoulder, lest I miss anything.

Determined to be taken seriously, Spencer leveled me with the same look he assigns to the baddest, bad-ass characters in his novels. “Okay, once more from the beginning.”

Though I’d brought it up to begin with, I was tired of the topic and pretended not to hear him, craning my neck in search of a tuxedo-clad server carrying a tray of those yummy rum drinks. None were nearby, and with a pair of Phthalo peepers (can you tell I’ve been watching The Painting Channel lately?) laser-focused on me, I gave up my quest for a thirst-quenching beverage and sighed morosely. “But I was almost to the end.”

“Finn…”

I know that warning tone, having heard it my entire life from pretty much everyone in my family, and rolled my own, less-colorful, ophthalmic organs. “I’m not some hapless child in constant need of looking after, you know! I’ve been on my own for quite some time now, and am a mature adult who’s more than capable of– oh, look! They’re cutting the cake!”

Spencer’s inability to keep up with my easily-distracted thought processes worked to my advantage as I assumed a place in line for a slice of the traditional wedding confection. By the time he caught up with me, a sugar-laden rosebud of pure deliciousness was melting on my tongue. “We’re not finished discussing this, Finn.”

“Discussing what?” Nibbling on another frosted flower, I feigned innocence, a talent I’ve gone to great lengths to perfect, though I rarely have the opportunity to employ it. “Do you want a bite? It’s yummy.”

“You’re infuriating, you know that?” Raking strong, manly fingers through his hair, he raised little tufts that reminded me of haystacks.

I giggled.

“What’s so funny?” he growled, his expression a combination of frustration and interest as I licked frosting off my lips.

A-ha! I had his attention. Taking advantage of the situation, I inhaled deeply causing certain female attributes to strain against aqua chiffon. His eyes snapped to my breasts, then back to my face; his annoyance replaced by lust. And women are accused of being the easy ones. “You want some cake? It’s going fast, so if you want a piece, you’d better get up there.”

Recognizing a lost cause when it was presented to him, Spencer took his place in line, snagging two slices before joining me at an empty table. “Figured you’d be ready for round two,” he winked, sliding one of the plates towards me before digging into his own dessert.

Having reduced round one to nothing more than crumbs, I gushed, “I love you,” heat scorching my cheeks the second the words left my mouth. Damn these rum cocktails! “For the cake, I mean. Thank you.”

Spencer chuckled around a mouthful of layered deliciousness. “I know what you meant.”

Time to switch the subject before I dig myself in any deeper. “So, what are you currently working on? Care to give me a sneak peek into your next bestseller?”

“Actually, I’m between manuscripts right now. Before leaving New York, I wrapped up the edits on my latest book, which is due to be released at the end of the summer, and I haven’t started anything new yet. That’s why this is the perfect time to come back to Port New.”

“You’re really moving back?”

“I said I was, didn’t I?” Spencer eyed me curiously. “You don’t believe me?”

“It’s not that,” I said, mashing the remaining cake crumbs with my fork. “But you love New York. Makes me wonder why you chose to come back now.”

“Maybe I figured it’s time to pursue the girl of my dreams.” He leaned close. “Have you ever read any of my books, Finn?”

“One or two.” Or seventeen.

His tone softened. “Hasn’t the main character ever struck you as familiar?”

Wait a minute. Is he saying what I think he’s saying? My rum-soaked brain scrambled to recall details about his heroine, Lucy Bell. Blonde, intelligent, drop-dead gorgeous. Nope. No similarities there.

“Nothing springs to mind.”

“I based her on you, Finn.”

“Pffft. I haven’t looked in the mirror since this morning, but as far as I can recall, I am neither five-foot-ten, shapely, nor a flaxen-haired beauty. Taking literary license a little far, aren’t you?”

“Only with her physical description, and that wasn’t by choice. Originally, Lucy had chestnut hair, a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, and a killer smile, but my publisher was adamant that a blue-eyed, blonde-haired sexpot would sell better to the masses. My editor agreed, and though I could’ve fought them on it, at the time, I was a new author who didn’t know better. I was just excited to have a publishing deal. By the time the second book came out, the first was already a bestseller, and it was too late to make any character changes. But if you read closely, she’s you.”

Few moments in my life have I ever been rendered speechless – just ask my mother – so twice in one week is a record. Grateful the photographer was on the other side of the room, lessening any chance of him snapping a pic of me wearing this bewildered expression, my brain buzzed with a thousand unasked questions. How many years has Spencer harbored his own crush? How could I have not seen it? What brought him back now?

My lips finally formed one. “Why?”

“Because–”

A sharp squelch cut him off. “Attention, all you single ladies out there. It’s time to join me on the dance floor as the bride gets ready to throw the bouquet.”

Are you kidding me? The DJ picks this moment for the bouquet toss right when Spencer’s getting ready to pour his heart out?

“Aren’t you going to go out there?” he asked, eyeing the gaggle of X-chromosomed wedding guests gathering in the center of the dance floor. “You’re going to miss your chance to catch the bouquet. Isn’t that the objective of single ladies such as yourself at a wedding reception?”

“Not this single lady, thank you very much,” I lied smoothly. No need to show my hand so soon after his revelation. Canned drumroll followed by the shrieks of two dozen matrimony-seeking females bounced off the walls, and I shouted so Spencer could hear me over the cacophony. “Please, finish what you were saying about Lucy.”

Damn if an arrangement of pink and white tea roses adorned with baby’s breath didn’t land on the empty plate in front of me before he could answer.
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Chapter Seven
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“Meet me at the morgue.”

Five words no one wants to hear when suffering the effects of one – okay, three – too many melon-rum concoctions, much less at 6:17 a.m. while in the midst of a particularly salacious, toe-curling dream. Burrowing deeper under the covers, I grumbled, “And why would I want to do that?”

Apparently, Zara was in no mood to banter because she barked, “Just get down here,” ending the call before I could reply. Whatever she’s working on must be important for her to be so snappy. Wait a minute, did she say the morgue? You don’t think…?

Names of family, friends – Spencer – ran like movie credits through my brain as I threw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Speeding through non-existent traffic, I was near tears and hyperventilating by the time Port New General came into view. Lance’s tires squealed as I sped into the lower level parking garage – three mile per hour speed limit, be damned! Sprinting through the barely open door, I skidded to a halt in front of Duley, who was waiting for me in the hall.

“Who is it?” I wheezed, my sides doing their best imitation of a bellows. “Is it Mom? Dad? Grandpa? Oh, God, not Grandma Lena!”

Duley’s massive mitt landed on my shoulder with a thud. “No, no. Nothing like that. Calm down, Finn. Take a breath and get ahold of yourself.” Though speaking in his most comforting tone, he came across like a drill sergeant barking orders.

“Geez, Duley, scare a girl much? What was I supposed to think being summoned down here at this hour?”

“Sorry.” He sounded anything but.

My heart catapulting around in my chest, it took a full sixty-three seconds for me to compose myself. “Okay, I’m ready now for whatever this is.”

Steering me through a set of double doors, Duley stepped to one side once we cleared the entryway. Brrr. No wonder they call it the cooler. Years of watching medical and forensic dramas on T.V. had prepared me for the rows of stainless-steel refrigerated units lining one wall and the drain in the concrete floor. The odor; not so much.

Do not throw up. Do not throw up.

My mantra of late. Taking in my surroundings, I zeroed in on the person responsible for my frazzled state. “You rang?”

Zara was standing next to a sheet-draped body – well, given the room we’re in, I assume it’s a body – and motioned me over. “Thanks for coming.”

“Like I had a choice.” We both knew I didn’t. “Okay, so why’d you drag me down here? I mean, Duley assured me it’s no one I know, so…oh my God! Did you lie so you wouldn’t have to deal with my meltdown?”

“That’s not why you’re here,” Zara intervened before her partner ended up with whiplash from whipping his head side to side. Folding down the sheet covering the corpse’s face, she motioned me over. “Just take a look, would you? Do you recognize her?”

My face screwed up as tightly as humanly possible, I squinted down at the body, seeing nothing but a blur.

“Finn, we haven’t got all day. Stop playing around.”

I can tell by her tone that Zara’s questioning her friendship with me right about now. Oh, well. I’m here. Might as well get this over with. Taking a deep breath, I ventured a peek, my eyes popping open wide. “Oh my God, I know her! She’s the one who came into the shop the night I was attacked.”

Zara and Duley exchanged a look. “Are you sure? Look closer, Finn. I need you to be certain.”

The dead body smell forgotten; I stuck my nose in the decedent’s face. “It’s her, all right! I’d recognize that mole anywhere…wait a minute. Are those bruises on her neck?”

“Yup. She was strangled.” Duley sidled up beside me and patted my back. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine, Big Guy.” His thoughtfulness moved me. “So, who is she? When did she die?”

“The M.E. estimates time of death between 10 pm Tuesday night and 1 am Wednesday morning. Her body was dumped near the seawall and a group of teenagers partying down there last night found her and called 911.”

“Does her murder connect with my case?”

Zara made a notation in her notepad. “No. Why should it?”

“You don’t find it the least bit coincidental that hours after this woman visited my shop, she was murdered? The same night I was attacked?”

“You weren’t attacked.”

“What would you call it then?”

My best friend capitulated. “Okay, you were attacked, but only because you were in the shop when it was robbed. I’ve already told you it’s a case of wrong place/wrong time.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“I know you don’t, but those are the facts. And, anyway, that’s all we have to go on.”

Planting my feet, I dug my fists into my hips. “If you don’t think one has anything to do with other, why call me to identify her?”

Covering the woman’s face with the sheet, Zara handed me an evidence bag. “This was in with her personal belongings.”

“What is it?” I turned the bag over. “One of my business cards. The kind I hand out at the shop.”

“Exactly. And she matches the description you gave in your statement, though you forgot to mention her mole.”

“Sorry. I was a bit preoccupied at the time, if you recall.”

“As if that’s an excuse.” I think Zara’s been spending too much time around my mother. “Anyway, it seemed like a good idea to call you down to take a look.”

I was struck by a thought. “You think her partner killed her, don’t you? The guy who came into the store with her. And then he came back for me.”

Another visual exchange between Zara and Duley. Anyone not knowing better would think they had a thing for one another. “The man you described as being in this woman’s company is a person of interest, but it’s highly unlikely he’s the one who broke into your store.”

“Give me one reason – one, good reason – you don’t think it’s the same guy.”

“Only one?”

I knew that look; the one Zara was wearing. The one that said she’s humoring me because I’m her best friend, but there’s no way I’m on the right track. You know, that look. I hate that look.

Sighing heavily, she decided to indulge me. “Okay, let’s assume for a minute that your attacker and the man who visited your shop with this woman are one and the same. Why would he risk getting caught burglarizing your store after committing murder?”

“Because he wanted the writing box.”

Zara rolled her eyes. “Not this again. Finn, you really need to stop watching so much T.V. You were attacked by a random guy looking for money. That’s all there is to it.”

“If cash is all he was after, then why bother with the box at all?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he thought he could hock it. Or he needed a birthday gift for his girlfriend and grabbed the first thing he saw. Or he collects antique writing boxes. It doesn’t matter because the two are unrelated.”

Exactly along the lines of what Spencer said. Why won’t anyone take me seriously? In need of an ally, I spun on my heel to find mine taking an inventory of the embalming chemicals. “Duley, you’ve got my back, right? How likely is it that this woman was murdered hours after coming into the shop looking for the very item that was stolen? The same night I’m strangled.”

“She has a point.” Duley’s hopeful glance at his partner withered under her glare, but he rallied and pressed on. “You have to admit, Zar, the whole thing is a bit hokey.”

“Hokey? Which decade are you living in?” A puff of frustrated air passed between Zara’s pursed lips. “We have enough to deal with between that burglary up on the hill, this thing with Finn, and an unsolved without drawing unnecessary – and completely unfounded – conclusions between two of the three crimes.”

“What burglary?” I piped up.

“The Newcastle estate was robbed earlier in the week.”

If my jaw had been made of glass, it would’ve shattered when it hit the floor. Okay, an exaggeration maybe, but had Zara admitted to sitting home every Saturday night watching baking shows and drinking tequila, I would’ve been less surprised. Besides, it was only that one time after she’d been dumped by her loser boyfriend, Kyle.

Before I could contribute my thoughts to this new development, Zara circled back to the reason we were gathered in the morgue at 6:23 on a Sunday morning.

“Is there anything else you remember about her–” a nod toward the sheet-draped body “–or her partner? Did he call her by name or anything?”

“Sheesh. You think I’m holding out on you? I wouldn’t do that. Honestly, I don’t even remember her picking up one of my cards. You said she had personal belongings. There must be something with her name on it. I mean, how hard can it be to identify her?”

“Harder than you think. We don’t have much to go on. Her prints aren’t in the system, and her driver’s license is a forgery. She was going by the name ‘Victoria Stellan’, but the only Victoria Stellan we’ve been able to locate in a fifteen-hundred-mile radius is an 82-year-old great-grandmother living it up in Boca Raton.”

Sliding the slab back into the refrigerated drawer, Zara slammed the door shut with way more force than such an action necessitated. Afraid I’d end up on the next one over if I didn’t watch my step – wouldn’t that be funny? A detective who makes her living solving homicides committing one? – my eyes skittered across the bank of drawers, only to skitter back when the name of the occupant behind door number two caught my attention. “Jeremiah Newcastle died? When did that happen?”

“He had another stroke early Tuesday afternoon,” Zara replied absently, frowning as she checked her messages on her phone. “Thanks for coming down, Finn. You were a big help. If anything comes up, I’ll let you know. Ready to go, partner?”

Duley nodded, and they both moved towards the door.

Really? Drop a bomb like that and then just walk away? I don’t think so. “Excuse me.”

His hand hovering near the light switch, Duley stopped and scanned the room. “What? You forget something?”

“You’re really leaving? Just like that? Am I really the only one here who sees the connection?”

Zara’s face reappeared in the doorway. A slightly pissed-off face. “What? What is it that we – two experienced detectives – are missing?”

“Well, for one thing–”

“That was a rhetorical question, Finn. You know I love you, but I don’t have time for this. Cases are stacking up and the Chief’s breathing down our necks to get them cleared.”

“But–”

“Go home. Do whatever it is you do after spending Sunday morning at the morgue identifying a dead body. And, stop worrying. I’m sure the break-in was a one-time thing.”

“And my throat was collateral damage?”

“Something like that.”

Gotta hand it to Zara – her attempt to make me feel better was somewhat successful. Figuring interviewing for a new best friend at this juncture in her life is low on her list of priorities, I took her at her word. “Go. Solve crime. Hey, we’re still on for mani-pedis Wednesday, right?”

“Absolutely.” Injecting comic relief into a semi-tense situation, Duley waggled his fingers. “Maybe I’ll go with sparkle polish this time.”

I grinned, contradicting Zara’s grimace. “He’s a laugh riot.”

“Isn’t he though?” She shot an exasperated look at her partner. “Imagine working with him all day.”

“I can hear you, you know.” Shutting off the lights, Duley followed us into the hall, leaving the dead behind to rest in darkness.
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Sundays are usually my days to sleep in, so with no idea how to fill the extra three hours of daylight bestowed upon me, I decided to hit the beach for an early morning walk. Swinging by the house to pick up Garfunkel, and with a quick detour through Dave’s Donuts drive-through for coffee and bagels, I pointed Lance in the direction of Clamshell Beach; the fact that Victoria Stellan’s body had been found along the seawall – pure coincidence.

A half-dozen vehicles were already there when I pulled into the lot. Diehard health enthusiasts and worshipers who chose to commune with the Almighty surrounded by nature rather than under a steepled roof had heeded the call of the ocean, the surf and salt air as powerful a Siren as any mythological character ever immortalized.

Parking behind a minivan sporting New Hampshire plates, one of those rear window stickers depicting a family consisting of two adults, four children of varying heights and, I’m assuming, ages, and three dogs caught my attention. Even if the canines remained behind in the Granite State, it boggles the mind to imagine what their road trip’s been like.

“Come on, boy. Wanna’ chase the seagulls?”

Body quivering in anticipation, Garfunkel hauled me across the asphalt and down onto the sandy strip of beach, his nose sniffing out his quarry. It was low tide and dozens of birds fluttering along the shoreline in search of their breakfast scattered as we approached.

“Baroo!”

“You know, Bud, you might have more luck if you tone it down a bit. Adopt a stealthier approach, you know? Not that I’m trying to tell you how to do your doggie stuff or anything.”

“Baroo!” Another halfhearted attempt and my canine companion gave up, gluing his nose to the ground instead. Searching for edible leftovers was more rewarding than chasing after feathered prey anyway, and took a lot less effort.

Half a mile up the coastline, we ran into the family from the minivan who hadn’t left their furry members behind after all. Three Great Danes the size of Shetland ponies immediately integrated Garfunkel into their pack, and the quartet raced up the beach, splashing in and out of the surf. His stubby legs no match for the Danes’ thoroughbred-like limbs, my pooch plowed along the sand, tongue lolling, ears flapping, unfazed by his inability to keep up.

The dogs played for a quarter hour while Alan and Amy Sadarsky and their four children – Alistair, Abigail, Austin, and Avery – talked nonstop, one over top of the other, about their trip. I learned more about the thirteen colonies in fifteen minutes than I ever had in history class, though I did manage to get a word in edgewise to tell them about the Dane-inspired items in my shop.

Saying they’d stop by to check them out before heading back to New Hampshire – I know a brush-off when I hear it – by the time they collected their three canines and four kids and returned to their van to resume their vacation, I was as exhausted as Garfunkel. Going home and back to bed held a certain appeal, especially with the remnants of my hangover hanging on, but the crime scene beckoned and, let’s be honest, it’s the reason I chose this beach in the first place. No way I’m leaving without taking a peek.

Ambling along at a sedate pace out of consideration for my dog-tired doggie, by the time we reached the seawall the tide had turned, the expanse of sand we were standing on shrinking as the ocean expanded its reach. A ribbon of yellow police tape fluttered in the breeze, the only evidence that something untoward had happened here. What am I hoping to find? A clue to Victoria’s real identity maybe? Not that I doubt Zara and Duley’s detecting skills – or the rest of the Port New police force for that matter – but clues get overlooked all the time, don’t they? Or does that only happen on crime shows?

Yeah, I know it’s a lost cause. The body was discovered three days ago. The tide’s rolled in and out over a dozen times since then, basically wiping the scene clean. I had a better chance of marrying Monty Halloran and living happily ever after than I did of finding that crucial piece of evidence the cops missed that would break the case wide open, but that didn’t stop me from strolling the length of the concrete barrier. Poking around in the sand produced nothing but sand, and what appeared to be a recently discarded prophylactic. A mental image of Alan and Amy Sadarsky popped into my head. “Ewww…gross.”

Garfunkel whined, seemingly in agreement with my observation, but in actuality, his paws were getting wet, as were my feet. “Come on, pooch. Let’s pack it in. Don’t know what possessed me to think I’d find something out here the police didn’t. Guess I’ll hold off applying for my P.I.’s license for the time being.”

Making a quick detour at a do-it-yourself carwash to rinse a layer of salt off of Lance before returning home, I scrambled a couple of eggs for me (the bagels having long worn off) and poured all-natural, grain-free, macro-nutrient, if-I-have-to-keep-buying-this-stuff-I’ll-need-to-sell-a-kidney, kibble into Garfunkel’s bowl. By the time I turned around to plate my eggs, he’d inhaled it and was lumbering off towards his bed for a nap.

“Well, this has been an exciting morning,” I remarked to the empty room, “what with waking up at the crack of dawn to view a dead body and an impromptu excursion to the beach to check out a crime scene. Wonder what the rest of my day holds?”

“You could spend it with me.”

Can you say ‘heart arrhythmia’?

Spinning on my heel, I discovered Spencer peering in through the screen door, wearing shorts, a t-shirt, and a Cheshire grin. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you. Can I come in?”

Silly question. “Of course. What are you doing here?”

“Sick of me already?” Walking six steps to the counter, he began unloading a tote bag; a mountain of food taking shape on the granite surface. “I thought you might be feeling a little under the weather, so I brought over a few things. I hope you don’t mind.”

Ignoring the subtle allusion to my hangover, I scraped my overcooked scrambled eggs into the trash and set out clean plates and utensils. “I don’t mind in the least. Would you like some coffee? There’s a fresh pot.”

“I’d love some.” Spencer divvied up wedges of vegetable quiche and portions of roasted potatoes and carried them, along with an assortment of fruit-filled pastries, over to the small dinette centered in front of a bay window. “Is this okay?”

“Yeah. It’s great.” Handing him a steaming cup of joe, I eyed the spread. The quiche looked tempting, but a raspberry-filled Danish was begging to be consumed and who am I to deny a pastry it’s last request?

“So, what’s this about a dead body? Care to fill me in?”

I choked on my Danish. “What? Oh, you overheard me talking to myself.”

“I did. Sounds like you’ve had an eventful morning. And here I thought our date last night was going to be the highlight of your week.”

My cheeks matching the raspberry-filled center of the second sweet roll that had mysteriously found its way onto my plate, I replied, “Some people think the week runs from Sunday to Saturday. In that case, we’re covered.”

“So we are.” Eyes that, in this light, held a hint of green – shamrock, not emerald – twinkled mischievously. “Isn’t this the house you grew up in?”

“How do you kn- oh, that’s right. You had a thing for me in high school.”

“No need to sound incredulous. It’s true.”

“Mm-hmm.” Though meant to convey derision, my interjection sounded more like a moan as I’d chosen that moment to bite into the quiche. Damn, this crust is tasty! What were we talking about? Oh, yeah. “Keep it up, Dane. Maybe, one of these days, I’ll believe you.”

Spencer grinned; that devilishly-handsome, up-to-no-good, bone-melting grin that did things to my insides I don’t dare acknowledge. “Well, believe me, or not; I like this place. It’s… homey.”

“I believe the word you’re searching for is ‘cluttered’. A hazard of the job, I’m afraid. A few of the locals enjoy donating to my cause – like I’m a charity or something – and occasionally drop off their yard sale finds and such for me to sell in the store. While I appreciate their contributions to my livelihood, most of the time this stuff ends up at Goodwill.”

“Do they ever bring you anything valuable?”

“Once in a blue moon. A few months back, Larry Heckelmann dropped off a cigar box filled with costume jewelry. You know, fake and paste stuff. Well, except for the five-and-a-half carat ruby solitaire ring set in 18k white gold, worth somewhere in the vicinity of $27,000. My heart shed buckets giving that back to him, let me tell you, and I just know he turned around and took it to the track.”

“Yes, but you can sleep well knowing you did the right thing.”

“You think I’d have trouble sleeping knowing a few extra zeros were beefing up my bottom line?”

“Somehow, Finn, I don’t believe you do this for the money.” Spencer gathered up the empty plates – we’d inhaled the food – and headed for the sink. I trailed behind with coffee cups in hand, shamelessly admiring the view. Well, maybe a little shame. Just a smidge. “You love what you do. The shop, the people you meet. It’s written all over you.”

“So, I’m an open book? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Something like that.” He held out a dish towel. “Do you want to wash or dry?”

What I’d really like to do is head down the hallway and–

“Dry.”

Garfunkel materialized while we were straightening up, his olfactory system in overdrive at the mere possibility of a stray crumb. Snuffling and rooting along the baseboard, it took him a full minute to realize there was an additional human in the room and, upon his discovery, he plastered his muzzle against Spencer’s pant leg, his elation disturbingly similar to my own on recent occasion, though I prided myself for refraining from any bouts of exuberant face rubbing. Not that it wouldn’t be fun.

“Finn?”

“What? Sorry. My mind wandered.”

“That happens a lot, doesn’t it?” Spencer chuckled at my grimace. “I asked if Garfunkel was born this way or did it happen over time, like male-pattern baldness?”

“If you’re asking specifically about his condition, he was born with it. It’s a recessive gene thing. As far as the coat loss, that happened over time. When he was a puppy, he had fur over his entire body. With each passing year, it grew thinner and softer, almost like peach fuzz. Then it quit growing back altogether.”

“Interesting that it only affects the darker areas. Too bad you can’t do a combover from his white patches.”

“Now there’s an idea.” Pulling up a chair, I plopped down, propping my elbow on the tabletop and resting my cheek against my hand. “Is that why you’re here? To inquire about Garfunkel’s medical condition?”

Spencer followed my lead and lowered himself into the seat across from me, lacing his fingers together. “I’m always gathering information for my next book. Maybe I’ll write a story about a bald Basset Hound whose owner runs an antique shop.”

“I thought I was already in your books. Didn’t you say your character Lucy Bell is based on me?”

“I did, but there are many, many layers to Finn Bartusiak. I’ve barely scratched the surface with Lucy. I have the feeling there are volumes of research sitting right here in front of me.”

He’s teasing, right? He has to be. There’s nothing novel-worthy about me – not two characters’ worth, anyway. Still, the idea of some late-night collaboration does hold a certain appeal. Hmm. How to play this to my advantage. “So, you’re here to learn my deep, dark secrets?”

“Not entirely.” Damn! Guess my coquettishness needs some work. “I did want to check in on you. You were a little on the tipsy side when I dropped you off last night.”

“Don’t remind me.” I got up and poured two refills, setting his coffee in front of him before reclaiming my seat. “Just to set the record straight, that was not an accurate representation of my usual alcohol consumption. It’s been a stressful week.”

“I thought the week ended yesterday.”

“Okay, it was a stressful week, and I needed to unwind a little bit.”

Spencer threw up his hands. “Hey, no judgment here. You’re above the legal drinking age–”

“Thanks for pointing that out.”

“–and you weren’t driving. I’m glad you had a good time. I know I did.”

Did it just get hot in here?

How many times over the years have I envisioned this scene? Spencer and I lingering at the kitchen table over our coffee cups, engaged in witty, yet insignificant dialogue, the bed down the hall still warm, the sheets rumpled from our bout of–

“Finn?”

“Huh?”

“I asked if you’re okay. You look a little flushed.”

This is one of those rare times I’m thankful that mindreading isn’t a thing. Scrambling for a plausible explanation that would forestall further inquiry, the best I could come up with was, “Yeah, I’m fine. Hot flash.”

Bewilderment. Sympathy. Horror. An amalgamation of all three flittered across Spencer’s face at the mention of my non-existent hormonal condition and his mouth opened and shut like the catch of the day being hauled from the sea. A lesser person may have laughed. I was not a lesser person, at least, not outwardly.

The corner of his left eye twitching, Spencer cleared his throat. “Can I, uh…get you a glass of water or anything?”

“No, thank you. It’ll pass in a minute.” Or, when I draw my last breath. Whichever comes first.

“Well, the other reason I stopped by is I’m hoping to get a look at that code you were telling me about.”
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Had Spencer asked me right there and then to spend the rest of my life with him, I don’t think I could’ve been more elated. I ran to my bedroom and back in three seconds flat, removing the lid to the keepsake box Grandma Lena had given me on my eighth birthday before I even reached the table. Digging amongst my treasures, I pulled out a vintage beaded coin purse and opened it, withdrawing a slip of paper from inside and handing it over.

Pulling my chair around next to his, I peered over his shoulder as he studied the code, though I knew it by heart.

Zubcd Yefemeby

Xlw k Wrlm no

Vpqre Upbpqee

“What do you think? An alien language? An encryption sequence for a missile launch? A cipher in some sort of government conspiracy?”

“Hard to say. It’s definitely a coded message of some kind. Do you have any blank paper handy? It’s been a few years since Scout camp, but I may remember a thing or two about decoding.”

Retrieving an unopened ream of copy paper off the shelf in my office – hey, this could take a while – I dug around in my desk drawer for pencils, figuring the eraser end might prove handy. Finding half a dozen of varying lengths, I headed back to the kitchen, detouring to the counter first in order to grab the plate of leftover pastries. Fuel was a necessity if we were going to crack this code.

I sat back and let Spencer take the lead. The few attempts I’d made to decipher the word jumble had been futile, and a fresh set of eyes was welcomed. Plus, by taking a back seat (figuratively speaking, of course; if we were in a real back seat, I’d be a way more active participant), I could study Spencer’s analytical approach to the puzzle.

It was fascinating watching him work. On a blank sheet of paper, he laid out a five-by-five block grid, one extra row of five squares at the top and an additional column of five squares on the left. The top row and column he numbered one to five. In each of the interior blocks, working left to right, he placed a letter of the alphabet: A through E in the first row, then F through K, with I and J sharing a space, L through P completing the third row, then Q through U, and finishing up with V through Z.

“This is called a Polybius Square,” he explained as he filled in the final space. “It dates back to ancient Greece and the scholar Polybius.”

“Hence, the name.”

He smirked. “You like that word, don’t you? ‘Hence’.”

I shrugged. “It’s a good word.”

“Can’t say I disagree. Okay, back to the grid. The way it works is each letter is assigned a two-digit number. So, A would be 1-1; B would be 1-2; C would be 1-3; and so on.”

“But there aren’t any numbers in the code. It’s all letters.”

“You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking. Let me start over.” Spencer balled up the paper and tossed it aside, smoothing out a fresh sheet in front of him. “This one is called the Caesar shift.”

“Are you sure you’re not making these up to try and impress me?”

His hand stilled, and he slowly lifted his head. “And if I was?”

Mesmerized by his eyes as the shamrock hue morphed into a tumultuous blend of sea and foam, I read a question in their depths, one I’d waited fifteen years to answer. Leaning forward, I whispered–

“Baroo!”

“Dammit, Garfunkel! You scared the living daylights right out of me!” Not to mention, ruined what might have been the most perfect moment of my life. “What’s wrong with you? Stop pawing at the door that way. You’re going to rip the screen.”

“Baroo!”

“Maybe he needs to go out.” Spencer stood and moved to push the door open.

“No, wait! He can’t go out that way without a leash, or he’ll take off. The last time he got loose, he followed his nose five miles to Harper’s Pier where Scotty Borges had just dumped a load of lobsters. Not that I’m questioning Garfunkel’s taste in seafood, but one of those babies got ahold of his toe with its pincer and the racket he made until we got it off; well, you would’ve thought he was being drawn and quartered. He’s now banned from the pier for life.”

“Poor guy.” Spencer reached down to stroke my agitated pooch. “No wonder he made a fuss. I’m sure it hurt.”

“Not as much as the concussion Scotty got when he conked his head against a piling trying to dodge three-dozen snapping claws. He hadn’t banded the lobsters yet – making a show of it for the tourists was his thing – and as Garfunkel was flinging his paw around trying to detach the insidious creature, he managed to scatter the rest of the crustaceans all over the boardwalk.”

“Does he typically get this worked up? I thought Bassets are generally low-key unless they’re following a scent.”

“They are.” For a dog whose greatest achievement to date was scarfing down three Fido bars in less time than it took me to shout “NO!”, then launching himself onto the sofa to sleep off his biscuit coma, his behavior at the moment – whining, pacing, frantically scratching at the door – is puzzling. “This is definitely out of character for him. Maybe he really needs to pee. Come on, Garf. Let’s take a potty break.”

Now, on any other occasion, Garfunkel would be halfway down the hall before the words left my mouth, his love of belly flopping in the grass number three on his list of top ten doggie pursuits. (I’ll let you figure out his top two.) Not this time. Practically apoplectic, his nails gouging trenches into the eighty-year-old oak door frame, he wouldn’t budge, and both Spencer and I nearly threw our backs out trying.

On the verge of calling Dad to ask if I could borrow his block and tackle (have I mentioned how solid this particular breed is? Next time, I’m getting a teacup Yorkie) all of a sudden, Garfunkel stopped. With one last, somewhat half-hearted, “Baroo” and a shake of his head, which sent drool flying through the air, he ambled off into the living room, bypassing his bed for a patch of sunlit carpet. Plopping onto the floor, he was snoring within seconds.

“Huh. That was the oddest thing I’ve ever seen.” Running my hand over the grooves he’d dug into the sheetrock, I sighed. It’s going to take more than a little ‘toothpaste’ spackle to fix the damage to the wall. Plus, the door frame needs to be repaired. That’s gonna put a dent in my savings.

I peered out through the screen, surveying the street and the meadow beyond. Nothing. Not man nor beast, nor any other creature with a pulse. Even the air was still. Those facts should’ve given me pause because, on any given day, the power lines sag beneath the weight of dozens of feathered vertebrates, and the combined buzzing, chirping, and humming of multi-legged, winged arthropods is loud enough to necessitate my investment in jumbo-sized bottles of Tylenol. “I wonder what set him off?”

“Who knows?” Spencer shrugged. Have I mentioned how adorable he looks when he shrugs? “Maybe he caught scent of a rabbit or something and his primal instincts kicked in.”

I snorted. “The only primal instinct Garfunkel has is scarfing down every edible morsel in his path. And, sometimes, inedible ones.”

Motioning towards the table, Spencer pulled out my chair. “Ready to get back to it?”

I knew the ‘it’ he was referring to was decrypting the code and not the kanoodling that came very close to happening, but I scooted my chair nearer to his in case I was wrong.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t.

“I think I’m getting close,” Spencer announced fifteen minutes later, scribbling letters across the bottom of the page, pausing periodically to count spaces on the grid.

“This reminds me of the game Hangman.” I held my breath as he jotted down the final consonant. “Uh, I don’t think that’s right.”

We both stared at the jumble of letters on the paper. If anything, they were more confusing than what we’d started with.

Snuvw Rxyxfxur

Qep d Pkef gh

Oijkx Niuijxx

“I should’ve known I was on the wrong track considering how many ‘exes’ kept popping up.” Balling the sheet of paper in his fist, Spencer tossed it aside to join the first.

I laid a reassuring hand on his arm. “It was a good try, though. This code-breaking stuff isn’t easy.”

“No, it’s not. Listen, Finn,” Spencer set his pencil down and turned to face me. “I need to talk to you about something.”

Uh-oh. Eight words that never lead to a happy ending. “You’re not about to tell me you have a wife, six kids, and three French Poodles in New York, are you?”

“French Poodles? Really? I always saw myself as a German Shepherd sort of guy. Or a Mastiff. Mastiffs are cool. And, Great Danes; you know, because of my name.”

“How did this become a conversation about dog breeds?”

“You brought it up.”

“Well, I’m changing it back. What do you want to tell me?” Please don’t say you’re married. Please don’t say you’re married. Please don’t say you’re mar–

“I have to go back to New York tonight.”

Hairline fractures webbed across both my pulmonary organ and the custom Italian tile I’d had installed two summers ago as my heart hit the floor with a thunk. Metaphorically speaking, of course. Nothing less than a jackhammer could damage such fine Sicilian craftsmanship.

His leaving is worse than finding out he has a wife. Well, almost. And, the way he’s staring at me like he’s trying to figure out how I’ll respond is unnerving. I don’t know how to respond. How does anyone respond to news such as this?

Nonchalantly?

Well, it was nice catching up after all of these years. See you at the next class reunion.

Emotionally?

Please, Spencer, I beg you. Don’t go. Not after we’ve finally found each other.

Bitterly?

You said we’d be together forever. Damn you, Spencer Dane! Damn you to hell!

Okay, yeah – that last one is over the top.

I settled for quizzically because the only feeling my brain can process at this moment is confusion. “I thought you were staying in Port New. Tired of small-town living already? Miss those big-city lights? Or is there someone waiting for you in New York?”

“I am. No. No. And categorically, no.” Reaching for my hand, Spencer frowned when I pulled away and crossed my arms over my chest. “I have a meeting set for nine o’clock tomorrow morning to meet with my publisher. There are a few items in my contract we need to iron out before I begin my next book. Once that’s done, I have to talk to my landlord about letting me out of my lease, close my accounts at the bank, forward my mail, make arrangements with a moving company to haul my stuff here, have lunch with my agent, say goodbye to a few friends…”

Dare I get my hopes up? “So, you’re really doing this. Moving back home after all of these years?”

“I am.”

He is.

I relaxed a smidge, mostly because my arms are tired. “Why now, Spencer? You have a life in the city. You have friends. You’re around people who do what you do.”

“That’s the nice thing about how I make my living. I can write anywhere.

Point taken, but I’m not finished playing Devil’s advocate. “I know, but I thought you loved New York.”

“I do, Finn. The city’s everything I ever dreamed it could be and more. The culture, the contacts. Gray’s Papaya.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s this fantastic hot dog joint over on Broadway. I’ll take you there sometime.”

“You will?”

“Sure. Why not? We’ll make a weekend of it. Invite CJ and Trevor to come along. They didn’t have much of a honeymoon what with him shipping out two days after the wedding.”

Oh. So not a date.

By the way, CJ’s new husband is in the Navy, and they’d gotten married during his weekend pass. Not that this information is in any way pertinent to the story. Does anyone else feel like this conversation has taken a detour?

“Are you planning to stay with your folks once you get back?”

“No. I’ve already rented a place. A sweet, little Cape Cod over on Wampoag. It’ll be ready by the end of the week.”

“Sounds nice.”

“You should come by once I’m moved in. I’ll make you dinner. Oysters Rockefeller as an appetizer, a little shrimp scampi for the main course. Followed by chocolate lava cake for dessert. Whaddya’ say?”

Is he flirting with me? It definitely feels like he’s flirting with me. Why else would he make chocolate lava cake? “I’d like that.”

“Wonderful!” Damn, he has a great smile! “Hey, you never told me about the dead body.”

Talk about killing the mood.

I filled him in on my early morning meeting with the Port New detectives and yet-to-be-identified cadaver. “Zara disagrees, but the man who murdered that woman is the same one who attacked me. I just know it!”

To his credit, Spencer mulled over my theory for a full minute before shooting it down. “If it is the same guy, he obviously has no qualms about resorting to murder, so why leave behind a witness?”

“Gee, thanks.”

“I’m just saying, though the timing is curious, the two are most likely unrelated.”

“It’s that ‘most likely’ that makes me nervous.”

“C’mere.” Spencer pulled me into his arms, holding me close. “Nothing’s going to happen to you while I’m around.”

Tempted to point out that he was leaving in a few short hours, I quashed the impulse and lost myself in his embrace.

And then it happened.
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I’m not one to kiss and tell, but yowza! That man knows how to use his lips! Every teenaged fantasy I’d ever had about Spencer and me making out paled in comparison to the real thing. By the time he left for New York a few hours later, we were both in need of copious amounts of lip balm. Now, all I had to do was get through the week without him.

On Monday morning, the shop was swamped, leaving me little time to ruminate over our yet-to-be-decided-upon future, though a permanent grin was affixed to my face.

“I have to tell you, honey; you have the most beautiful smile. It lights up the entire room.” Weighed down by no less than ten shopping bags, a sixty-year-old retiree from Pennsylvania – no, I’m not clairvoyant; her shirt proclaimed her ‘Nifty Sixty and Retired; Penbrance Elementary School; Penbrance, Pennsylvania’ – hefted a cast iron ink well onto the counter.

“Thank you. Here, let me help you with that.”

“Oh, no. That’s alright. I’ve got it. Besides, my husband is roaming around in here somewhere. I’ll make him carry it to the car.” Handing me a stack of bills, Nifty remarked, “If you don’t mind my saying so, whoever put that look on your face must be pretty special.”

My grin widened. “He is. He definitely is.”

“Then hold onto him. I’ve been with my Aldo for forty-seven years – we met when we were thirteen, can you believe that? – and not a day goes by that I don’t thank my lucky stars for every single one of them.”

A life to aspire to even if Spencer and I are getting a late start.

The day flew by, a steady stream of customers keeping me busy – lunch consisted of stale peanut butter crackers for me and a Fido bar for Garfunkel – and before I knew it, it was closing time. As I locked up, it occurred to me how much had happened between this Monday and last.

I came into possession – and subsequently lost – a rare, heirloom-quality antique; I found a secret code in said antique which I’ve yet to decrypt; Spencer came back into my life; I was strangled by an unknown assailant; asked to identify a dead body; spent a night in the hospital; attended a wedding; Spencer kissed me…(please note, these are not listed in order of importance). Talk about a busy week!

Unbeknownst to me, this one was about to get even more eventful.

My first inkling that I was being followed occurred on the drive over to Grandma Lena’s house for dinner. Traffic was light – most folks hit up the local restaurants and bars at this time of day – so it wasn’t difficult to spot the white Corolla pacing me from a few car lengths back. I couldn’t make out the driver, but there was something familiar about the vehicle like I’d seen it somewhere before.

I know what you’re thinking. There must be dozens of white Corollas out there, plus – Hello – this is a tourist town. No doubt the vehicle in question sported plates from New Jersey or Delaware or Nebraska. Hey, people in Nebraska like to vacation, too. But, while that’s the most logical explanation, my radar is humming like a cop’s at a speed trap.

The sedan directly behind me turned right onto Sand Dune, leaving only the Bushman’s Grocery delivery van between me and the mystery driver. A quarter-mile up, the van pulled off into the Clamdigger Shack parking lot, leaving nothing but open road between me and the Corolla.

Now, here’s the weird thing. The driver didn’t close the gap. He stayed three car-lengths behind me, matching his speed to mine. When I accelerated briefly, he did the same. Lowering Lance’s RPMs to just under the speed limit…you guessed it. The other car slowed down, too.

The light ahead was yellow, and the thought of stopping with this nefarious driver behind me just about sent me into cardiac arrest. For a split second, I considered running it and claiming it was a good yellow if I got pulled over, but my foot instinctively hit the brake when it turned red. A glance in the rearview mirror showed the Corolla stopped at the same distance it’s been for the entire drive. If that doesn’t say ‘suspicious’, I don’t know what does.

I pulled out my cell to call Zara, but her voice came to me before I turned it on.

“So, a vehicle is traveling behind you on the same road, several lengths back, and has made no attempt to hit you or force you to stop or run you off the road. In fact, this car is not even close enough for you to make out the driver. What crime would you like me to charge him or her with?”

I hate when Zara’s right. Even imaginary Zara. The driver undoubtedly is someone who’s vigilant about obeying traffic laws. Simple as that. Besides, Grandma Lena’s house is only a few blocks away. Slim chance of anything happening between here and there, which isn’t to say that the breath I released upon pulling into my grandparents’ driveway wasn’t loud enough to wake Garfunkel, asleep in the passenger seat. Shutting off the engine, I watched in the rearview mirror until the Corolla drove past without slowing. Whew. Just in case it circled back around, I waited another minute before getting out of the car.

“Finn! What are you doing? You’re holding up dinner!”

Leave it to Grandma Lena to interrupt my vigil.

A late night visiting with family left no time to work on the code once I returned home, though I did speak with Spencer. He filled me in on his meeting with his publisher and lunch with his agent, and I regaled him with tales about my customers and their purchases.

What? Did I tell him my suspicions about being followed? Nah, why mention that? He’d just say the same thing imaginary Zara had.

Tuesday morning was the opposite of Monday. By 11:30, only three people had come into the shop, and two left without buying anything. With no expectation that the second half of the day would be any better than the first, closing up early held a certain appeal. I could work on the code and catch up on the laundry I hadn’t washed on Sunday while Spencer and I were otherwise occupied. A quick glance at the empty register kiboshed that plan, so I settled for an extended lunch instead.

“Hey. What’s wrong with you?” Zara sat down opposite me at an umbrellaed table in front of Dough Knots. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I’m being followed.” I didn’t intend to spring it on her like this, but the situation had escalated since yesterday.

“Oh? Followed how?”

Describing the events of the previous evening to Zara in great detail, starting with the white Corolla and ending with Grandma Lena scolding me because the kielbasa was cold, I called a time out when our food arrived to toss Garfunkel a Fido bar, which he feasted on with the decorum of a lion devouring an antelope.

“Did you get the plate number?” Zara asked, slathering tartar sauce on her fish sandwich.

Dang! Why hadn’t I thought of that? “No.”

“And you didn’t see the driver. And the car stayed behind you the entire time and didn’t make any aggressive moves toward you.”

“Forgive me, but isn’t that the definition of ‘following’?”

Zara shut her eyes and rubbed her forehead.

“Do you have a headache?”

“Not yet.” Dipping a fry in ketchup, she thought for a moment. “Okay, answer me this. Why would someone be following you in the first place?”

The most logical explanation is that someone’s after the code, but I can’t tell her that because I haven’t yet told her of its existence. And, I can’t tell her that whoever stole the writing box did so because he or she knew the code was inside because she thinks the box was taken as an afterthought, whereas I’m certain that particular relic was the thief’s objective all along.

Dang, this is getting confusing. Maybe I’ll take a dip later. The ocean does look inviting. Calm surf. Crystal clear water. Not many tourists on the beach, probably because of the recent shark sightings.

“Finn?”

“Huh?” Pulling my attention from the sea, I fibbed. “I don’t know.”

“In my experience, a person doesn’t follow another person without some sort of motive.”

Come clean, Finn. Get it all out. Lay your cards on the table. Spill the beans. Confess your sins. Zara’s your friend and will understand why you’ve kept vital information from her. She won’t be angry that you’ve impeded her investigation. Not even a little miffed.

Yeah, right.

I pushed my lobster roll aside. No reflection on Wendi’s cooking, but talk of Corollas and motives and shark sightings ruined my appetite. Not to mention the big fat lie I was sitting on. Well, not so much a lie as an omission. Yeah, that sounds better. Maybe there’s still a way to salvage this. “There’s something else.”

“I’m on the edge of my seat.”

“Garfunkel was acting weird Sunday afternoon. Baying, tearing up the wall and door frame, basically going nuts trying to get outside.”

“Maybe he had to pee.”

“That’s what I thought, but he wasn’t at the back door. He was at the front. I’ve never seen him that worked up before.” Hard to reconcile the dog I’m describing with the one drooling on my foot. “Then, just like that, he stopped, trotted into the living room and went to sleep. It’s almost like he thought someone was outside.”

“Did you see anyone?”

“Nooo…but I was sort of busy trying to prevent him from destroying the house.” And, almost sharing a kiss with Spencer, but Zara’s not ready for that revelation yet either.

Gathering up her trash, and mine, she dumped it in the wastebasket and returned with two refills of iced tea. “You know, he was probably barking at a butterfly. No offense, but your pooch is a tad on the eccentric side.”

“Okay, then. How about this? Someone tried to break into Lance.”

Zara perked up. “When did this happen?”

“Right before I closed up for lunch. I was getting ready to leave and glanced out the window. You know how I park Lance at the curb sometimes? Well, some guy was fiddling around on the driver’s side. He took off when I stepped outside, but there’s definitely a scratch on the door panel.”

“Fiddling around, huh? Did the alarm go off?”

“No. I, uh…forgot to set it.”

“Okay. What did he look like?”

I shrugged. “Touristy?”

There are times I feel sorry for my best friend. This is one of those times. Sweeping her arm in a wide arc, Zara said, “Can you be a little more specific, Finn?”

“I couldn’t see his face. He had a white ball cap pulled low over his eyes. But I can tell you what he was wearing.”

“If you think that’ll help.”

“Khaki shorts and a t-shirt that said ‘I found yew in Port New’ – you know, from the botanical garden gift shop over on Sycamore.”

“Anything else? Height? Weight? Hair color? A tattoo or other identifying mark? A limp? Anything?”

I shook my head. “No…wait! Come to think of it, he was limping. And he seemed kind of familiar, but I can’t think of anyone I know who has a leg or foot injury. More importantly, though, he damaged Lance!”

If Dough Knots served alcohol, Zara would be ordering a pitcher right about now. “Did you call the police? File an incident report?”

“I figured since we were meeting for lunch, I’d tell you instead.”

Make that two pitchers.

“All right. Let’s take a look. I assume you’re still parked in front of the shop?”

“Are you crazy? Leave Lance unprotected? No way! He’s right over there.” I pointed to my Miata, sunlight sparkling off its polished sheen.

“You drove half a block?” Zara dissolved into hysterics, tears rolling down her face as she cackled and wheezed, looking less like a distinguished Port New detective and more like someone on the verge of a breakdown.

I fail to see the humor. “People are staring, you know. Wendi just popped her head out to make sure no one’s choking.”

“I’m sorry.” Giggle, snort. “It’s just…you drove half a block!”

Seven minutes later, still beleaguered by the occasional hiccup, Zara scrutinized the spot I was pointing to. “This? This little scratch is what you’re up in arms about?”

“Little scratch! The paint is chipped down to the primer!”

“Finn, that could’ve happened anywhere. The grocery store, the bank. Heck, maybe it’s a bad paint job starting to peel off.”

She’s describing my worst nightmare.

“What it’s not,” Zara continued, “is evidence of someone breaking into your car.”

“Then what was he doing?”

“I don’t know. Checking his reflection in the window? Leaning against the door to rest for a minute? Hell, maybe he was casing it, trying to see if there was anything inside worth stealing, but I can’t swear out a warrant against someone for being an ass. There has to be an actual crime committed.” She glanced at her watch. “I’m late. Duley’s waiting for me at the Newcastle estate.”

“Fine. Go. I’m sure you have better things to do than help me.” I admit, pouting is not my most attractive quality, though entirely appropriate at the moment, don’t you think? Too bad Zara knows better than to fall for it.

“I know it’s disconcerting that there aren’t any leads in your case, but imagining you’re being followed isn’t going to help the investigation. There’s no one after you, Finn.” Settling behind the steering wheel of her unmarked, she peered up at me with genuine concern. This is why she’s my best friend. “Are you okay? Do I need to be worried?”

“I’m fine.” Lie number two, but who’s counting?

“Oh, by the way. The Chief’s put a halt on all time-off until we clear some of our cases, so I won’t be able to make mani-pedis tomorrow. I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay. I understand.” More time for me to work on figuring out the code. “Next day you’re off.”

“It’s a date.” With another glance at her watch, Zara drove away, tooting the horn as she pulled out of the lot.

Garfunkel whined impatiently as I unlocked the door for the half-block ride back to Finn’s Finds. When we got to the shop, I paused before getting out, searching the street for a white Corolla or man with a limp. I saw neither, but made doubly sure to set Lance’s alarm.
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I’m entirely to blame for what transpired next. Had I been paying attention to my surroundings instead of daydreaming about Spencer, I would’ve seen her coming.

The ‘her’ I’m referring to? JoBeth Halpern; my archenemy. Or do those only exist in comic books?

Let me back up a minute. Remember when I told you the shop is closed on Wednesdays? Well, since I no longer had plans with Zara, and after staying up into the wee hours of the morning trying to crack that damn code – okay, most of that time was spent talking to Spencer, but I did manage one or two attempts after we hung up – I accepted that I’d reached the limits of my decryption abilities and further research was needed in order to complete the objective.

A trip to the bookstore yielded two volumes on code-breaking and a hardback copy of Reneva St. James’ latest historical romance which I’ve been wanting to read for over a month. Strolling across the parking lot admiring the cover, envisioning myself as the hapless, yet determined damsel-in-distress and Spencer as my chivalrous protector, I neglected to notice the person rushing towards me, hailing me as if I were a cab. You’d think I’d be more observant, given all that’s happened lately.

Anyway, startled at my name being bellowed from across the parking lot, the St. James novel slipped from my hand, landing in a puddle of schmutz. “Dang it!” Picking it up, I rubbed at the stain sullying the cover with my thumb, licking it first for good measure – my thumb, not the book. I should’ve used the time to make my escape.

“Finn Bartusiak. How nice to see you. You’re looking well.”

If I pretend not to see her, think she’ll go away? Apparently not.

“So, I hear Spencer Dane’s back in town, looking quite yummy by all reports, and that he’s moving here for good.”

“And?” Concentrating on the cover, I continued to rub furiously. Hey, it’s working! The stain is fading. Either that or I’ve worn the paper thin. I hate when that happens.

Not that she ever could take a hint, JoJo rambled on. “I also hear that he’s single, and as a bestselling author, I imagine he’s rather well-to-do.”

I finally looked up. “Is there a point to this? I need to get home and scrub my toilet.”

The insult sailed over her head. Go figure. In her relentless pursuit to irritate me, she prompted, “Word is, you’ve been seen in each other’s company. Is it true? Are you and Spencer dating?”

“What are you? A reporter for the National Enquirer? Why do you care about my social life?”

Two things here – first, I know exactly why she cares, but if she thinks I’m giving up any information as to the status of my relationship with Spencer, especially considering I’m not sure that two dates (one casual and one formal), two quite extensive phone calls, and a few hours of necking equate a relationship, she’s sorely mistaken; and second, is it wrong to take pleasure in the fact that her roots are showing? I think someone’s overdue for an appointment with her stylist.

Evidently, my remark went over exactly as intended because her penciled-in brows snapped together, forming an angry ‘V’ below her forehead. Tapping a pointed, fuchsia-painted acrylic nail into the center of my breastbone – which, incidentally, hurt like the dickens – she spat out, “You think you’re so smart with your trinket shop and witty come-backs, but let me tell you something – Spencer Dane is mine. He always has been, and he always will be. Don’t you forget it!”

“Does he know that?”

Her scathing retort went unheard as a white Corolla pulling into the lot caught my attention. Adrenaline surging – more flight than fight – my heart leapt to my throat, hovering there until two young women and six kids (how’d they manage to cram themselves in there?) got out and headed for the creamery next to the bookstore. My pulse slowing to normal, I side-stepped JoJo, the conversation as good as over in my opinion.

This is why I never win the lottery.

“He’ll choose me, Finn. He did back in high school, and he will now.” Her voice rising several notches, drawing curious glances from passersby and setting off a car alarm three spaces down (oops; I think I accidentally hit my key fob), JoJo launched a parting shot. “If you think I’m not going to fight you for him, you’re dead wrong.”

That does it! It’s my day off, and all I want is to go home and crack open Seductive Desires. And work on the code. And, maybe, eat ice cream. “JoJo, don’t you have a divorce settlement to finalize?”

Whoa! Someone’s been hanging out by the wharf.

About to ask if she kisses her mother with that mouth, I was saved from poking the bear (or is it poking the hornet’s nest? I can never remember) when she spun on a single, ridiculously high, matchstick heel and stormed off – as much as a person can storm while wearing those shoes – her stilettos leaving dimples in the asphalt.

Well, that was fun. Silencing the alarm, I strolled back to Lance, setting my books on the passenger seat before slipping behind the wheel. Shifting into drive, I stomped on the brakes when a car sped by, mere inches from my bumper, the driver flipping me off as she passed.

It was JoJo in – you guessed it – a white Corolla.
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Chapter Ten
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“I did it!”

“Care to be more specific?” Spencer raised his voice to be heard over the traffic noise in the background. “Which ‘it’ are you referring to?”

“I cracked the code!” His response was lost as a horn blared, followed by the screech of brakes and a shouted obscenity that would make a sailor – though probably not JoJo – blush. “Where are you?”

“I’m outside a restaurant trying to hail a cab. A couple of friends hosted a bon voyage dinner for me.”

“I thought you drove to New York.”

“I did, but it’s easier to maneuver downtown on foot, especially during rush hour. I left my car at the condo and took a cab to my publisher’s office. Now, I’m having a hell of a time finding one to take me back home.”

“It sounds like you’re in the middle of a demolition derby field. The Clamdigger Shack sponsored one last year during Port New’s annual Fourth of July celebration. Monty Halloran flipped his GTO in the final round, right before Randy Davies smashed into it. That Pontiac spun like a top, with Monty hanging upside-down trying not to lose his cooki–”

“Finn?”

“Yeah?”

“As much as I enjoy hearing about all that’s transpired since I’ve been gone, can we get back to the code? I have to meet my landlord in fifteen minutes at my condo.”

“What? Oh, yeah. Sorry. So, I bought a couple of books on code-breaking this morning and spent the day applying different encryption techniques.” And, took a three-hour break to read a few chapters of Seductive Desires, but Spencer didn’t need to know that. “I disregarded any that incorporated numbers, because, as you well know, there aren’t any numbers in the code, and I didn’t want to waste time playing around with something that wouldn’t work. Although, there’s one that looks kinda fun. Maybe when you get back, we could–”

“Finn, hang on a sec… Dammit! Where are all the cabs? Taxi!” What came next was garbled, then, “Never mind, I’ll walk. It’ll be faster.”

Did he get a dog and not tell me? “Are you okay? I hear panting.”

Spencer replied with a colorful expletive. “Sorry. That wasn’t meant for you. Trying to move anywhere in this city is a nightmare! I can’t wait to get home.”

If an Olympic event existed for internal somersaults, my stomach would get the gold. Home equaled Port New, and Port New equaled me. Math might not have been my best subject, but that equation I can do.

“Finn? You still there?” The ambient noise coming through the cell had decreased a modicum, and Spencer no longer sounded as if he was laboring up the side of Mt. Fuji. A sand dune, maybe.

“I’m here.”

“You were getting to the part about the message.”

“Right. So, I went through the books and picked out half a dozen systems to try, and all of them were a bust. Then I came across this obscure cipher in the back of one called Seigel’s Theorem. It took me a couple of hours to figure it out, but it worked! Are you ready for this? The message reads Burns Cemetery Row 8 Plot 16 Mable Larabee. What do you think it means?”

“I have no idea. There must be hundreds of cemeteries by that name across the country.” Silence. Either he’s thinking, or he hung up. I really hope it’s the former. My prayer was answered when he said, “Wait; isn’t there a Burns Cemetery near the Newcastle estate?”

“Yes, in the field below. But who’s Mable Larabee? I’ve never heard of her.”

“Did you look her up on the internet?”

What does he think I am – an amateur? “Of course. The only thing that popped up was an obituary notice dated 1934. I didn’t know the Port New Gazette kept files going back that far.”

“Most newspapers keep archives of old editions and then scan them online. Look, I’ve got to run. Promise me you won’t do anything until I get back.”

“Like what?”

His chuckle tickled my ear, sending a warm, fuzzy feeling down to my toes. “Nice try. I know you, Finn. You’re dying to check out Mable Larabee’s gravesite – no pun intended. Who am I kidding? You already have one foot out the door.”

“I do not.” It’s both feet. I’m standing in my driveway.

How Spencer can pull off sounding stern and gentle at the same time, I’ll never know, but it has a certain appeal. “Running around by yourself after dark in an old cemetery isn’t safe. Look, I’ve got to go. The landlord’s here. I’ll be back on Friday; Saturday at the latest. I don’t think Mable Larabee is going anywhere before then. Wait for me, okay?”

Until the end of time. “Okay.”

I hate lying to him so early in our relationship, but I don’t want him to worry.

Apparently, I wasn’t convincing because he kept at it. “Promise?”

“I promise. I’ll just hang out here tonight. Maybe give Garfunkel a bath.”

He could’ve tried to hide his skepticism. “All right. I’ll give you a call later. Find out who won that battle.”

“I think you already know the answer to that.”

Undoubtedly ticking off his landlord, we lingered over goodbye; me, because I love the sound of his voice, and him, because he knew the moment he hung up, I was off to do something reckless.
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I know what you’re thinking.

Driving to Burns Cemetery alone, at night, without letting another human being know where I’m going, is insane. I couldn’t agree more, but the temptation to check out Mabel Larabee’s gravesite is too strong to resist. No way I’m waiting until Saturday.

By the time I navigated the circuitous route leading to the spate of burial plots nestled at the foot of a hill upon which loomed the Newcastle estate, night had fallen. I’m talking, full-on, pitch black darkness. Thick clouds that threatened rain hid the waxing gibbous moon, blotting out what light it might have offered.

A bit of history here:

Jeremiah Newcastle settled in Port New several decades ago, bringing with him a massive inheritance he’d received from a maiden aunt whom he hadn’t seen since he was a boy. Eager to establish himself as the patriarch of his domain, his volatile and acrimonious personality overshadowed the allure of his wealth, and he remained a bachelor ’til the day he died – a week ago.

He was somewhat of an oddity around town. Ill-tempered one minute; quasi-civil the next. Local chatter is that he blew through his fortune snapping up antiquities and artifacts at every turn, leaving him close to penniless in the years leading up to his demise – aside from the value of the house and relics within, which have been steadily dwindling due to medical bills and convalescent care as a result of his stroke.

Hmmm…I wonder who’s handling the estate? I’ll have to ask Zara the next time I see her. What I wouldn’t give to have a look around inside.

A multitude of adjectives have been bantered about to describe Jeremiah, but these are the most popular. Acerbic. Irascible. Reclusive. I found him to be eccentric, though come to think of it, the few times he visited Finn’s Finds, he was a bit on the crotchety side. Sad to say, I doubt he’ll be missed.

Enough about Jeremiah. I’m here to locate Mable’s grave, not lament the passing of a man I hardly knew. Stopping at the entrance to the cemetery, Lance’s headlights illuminated a nine-foot-high, wrought-iron fence encircling the graveyard. A heavy padlock – locked, of course – hung from the clasp on the gate, necessitating the use of the bolt-cutters I didn’t bring. Up and over, then.

I am not wearing the right shoes for this.

Once on the other side – how long it took me is not pertinent to the story – I played my flashlight beam over a row of headstones. “Row 8, row 8. Six, seven – there it is! Row 8. Okay now, Plot 16.” One would assume the plots to be laid out in a grid-like, orderly fashion. One would be wrong. Zig-zagging across the field like Monty Halloran after a few too many at Darby’s, I finally located Mable Larabee’s eternal resting site in Row 9, Plot 14. Guess some of the tenants got sick of Port New’s humid summers and relocated.

Contrary to popular belief, cemeteries are anything but quiet and peaceful at night. Creaks, groans, screeches; a rustling of wings set my nerves on edge. Where’s a vampire slayer when you need one?

A twig snapped to my right, goosebumps breaking out along my skin. Swinging the flashlight in that direction, a pair of eyes glowed in the dark. Poor raccoon. I think I scared it more than it scared me.

Okay, back to business. The possibility that I’m trespassing never occurred to me, so I didn’t bother to whisper. “Hello, Mable. Sorry to disturb you, but I really need to know how you figure into all this.”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing myself.”

My blood froze on the spot. Spinning around, the beam from my flashlight bounced off the gun pointing straight at my heart before illuminating the face of a russet-haired man.

“Hello, Miss Bartusiak. Nice to see you again.”
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Chapter Eleven


[image: ___]

You know how people say your life flashes before your eyes as you’re about to die? What flashed before mine was Spencer ending up as JoJo Halpern’s third husband. Or, would it be fourth? Since there’s no way in hell I’m going to let that happen, I need a plan. The trouble is, it takes time to formulate one; time, I’m afraid, I may not have. My eyes snapped to the steel barrel aimed at my chest.

This one time, I ate a green banana, and every molecule of saliva in my mouth evaporated. That’s what happened now. Not to mention, fear turned my feet to lead. Amazingly enough, my lungs still functioned, encased as they were in figurative cement, but terror robbed my voice of sound. So much for screaming.

I scanned the vicinity for signs of life; human, preferably, though, at this moment, an appearance by the undead wouldn’t be unwelcome. Just my luck; not a soul – living or otherwise – in sight. Having traversed more than half the width of the field in search of Mable’s plot, from where I stood, I could barely make out the parking lot – or the light-colored car parked next to Lance. What are the odds it’s a white Corolla?

“You’ve been following me!” I choked out the words, hoping I wouldn’t have to repeat myself because they barely squeaked out the first time. “Why?”

“Why do you think? I knew, sooner or later, you’d lead me here.” His chuckle sent chills down my spine. “After all, you did find the code. I knew you had to have it when it wasn’t in that damn box.”

“So, you did steal it on purpose! I knew it! I told Zara that, but did she believe me? No. Of course not. ‘Finn’s being paranoid.’” Curiosity overcame fright. “Wait a sec. How’d you know about it in the first place?”

“We’ll get to that in a minute.” A shovel landed at my feet. “Pick it up and start digging.”

Focused as I’d been on the gun, I failed to notice the gardening implement and duffel bag the russet-haired man had brought along. Uh oh. Not items one likes to see at a potential crime scene. My future’s looking bleaker and bleaker. Stalling, for no other reason than I’d seen the tactic utilized dozens of times on cop shows, I asked, “What’s your name?”

“That doesn’t matter.” Russet Man’s eyes glittered ferally in the flashlight beam. What? I have to call him something. My brain hurts; don’t judge. “You’re not going to live long enough to tell anyone anyway. Now, dig!”

Nice going, Finn. You’ve ticked him off. On the bright side, dying in a cemetery is convenient. Think I’ll get points for that?

Okay, take a breath and use your head. There has to be a way out of this. Oh, why didn’t you tell anyone where you were going? Spencer suspects but doesn’t know for sure, and it’ll be hours before you’re missed anyway because he said he wasn’t calling until later. And what if he decides on a whim to catch a Broadway play before he leaves town? By the time the performance is over, he’ll think it’s too late to call, and he’s considerate enough to let me sleep in tomorrow morning, and by then I’ll be dead so it won’t matter.

Who’ll take care of Garfunkel when I’m gone? And, Mom and Dad and Grandpa Andrzej and Grandma Lena? How will they make it through Monday night dinners with an empty place staring back at them? On the other hand, there’d be more gołąbkis and pierogis and rice pudding to go around. That’ll save on the grocery bill.

Maybe I should think about something else.

The topic was decided for me when cold steel pressed into my belly. “If you don’t pick up that shovel in the next three seconds, I’m going to shoot you dead and bury you next to old Mable here. Move!”

Those menacing words spurred me into action. Balancing the flashlight on the headstone – I can’t shovel one-handed – I shuddered as the spade sliced into the sod, sending a silent apology to the dearly departed for defiling her resting place. I hope she forgives me because if by some miraculous miracle I survive this ordeal, it’ll be a drag to be haunted for the rest of my life.

The ground was hard, and it took me several attempts to turn over the first scoopful of dirt. Not to mention, digging up a grave is creeping me out a little. If for no other reason than to take my mind off what I was doing, I asked the first of what was to become a series of questions. “You killed Victoria, didn’t you?”

“Who’s Victoria?”

“The woman who was with you when you visited my shop last week. You strangled her, then came back and strangled me.”

With the gun in his right hand, Russet Man lit a cigarette with his left. The tip glowed as he inhaled, the only bright spot in my seemingly dismal future. Way to stay positive, Finn. Exhaling slowly, he said, “Oh, you mean Darcy. Yeah, she was becoming more of a hindrance than a help. Outlived her usefulness, you might say.”

His pointed reference hit home. I shoveled faster.

As I dug, he continued his monologue. You know, captive audience and all. “I must say it surprised me to find you there at that hour. I figured you’d be long gone by then, especially with the place locked up and dark like it was. The plan was to slip in, find the box, and get out without anyone being the wiser.”

“Sorry to inconvenience you.”

Hey, my snark is returning. That’s a good sign.

Russet Man snorted. “Didn’t trouble me in the least. My fingers were still itching after doing in Darcy. What’s one more body?”

My snark vamoosed.

“You made it easy for me, leaving that priceless heirloom out on the table like that. If it hadn’t been for that damn mutt of yours, I would’ve smashed it to smithereens right then and there. Save me the hassle of following you all over town for a week.”

“You destroyed that gorgeous antique?” I think I’m going to cry. I wonder if he still has the pieces. Maybe I could glue it back togeth…wait a minute. What did he say?

“What did Garfunkel do?”

“Who’s Garfunkel?”

“My dog. You said he interrupted you. Or rather, you intimated.”

“You use a lot of big words for someone who doesn’t have many of them left.”

“Yeah, well, might as well use them while I can.” Gallows humor. Cute, Finn. Irritate the bad man a little more, why don’t you? “I’d really like to know how Garfunkel foiled my impending and inevitable demise. Heroics aren’t really his thing.”

“Yeah, well, he sure showed his stones that night. If I hadn’t left my gun in the car, it would’ve been a different story. Damn mongrel snuck up behind me and bit me on the calf.”

“He what?” My jaw dropped. I’d believe Garfunkel pooped gold bars before I’d believe he bit someone. Which reminds me. I think he’s overdue for his rabies vaccination. I need to make an appointment with the vet tomorrow. If there is a tomorrow. Well, of course, there’ll be a tomorrow. I’m just not sure I’ll be here to see it. You’re rambling, Finn. Focus. “He really, truly bit you? Wow. I didn’t know he had it in him.”

“Enough stalling.” So much for my proud Mama moment. “Just because I haven’t shot you yet doesn’t mean I won’t.”

“You know, that threat’s getting a little old. We both know you’re going to kill me once you get what you want.” Saying it out loud stopped me cold. I’m going to die tonight on this very spot – I mean, I am sort of digging my own grave – at the hands of a stranger for reasons completely unknown to me. I don’t think that’s fair, do you? “Will you at least tell me why I’m digging up Mable? Is she a relative of yours?”

Russet Man snorted. “I don’t know this old broad from the Pope. It’s not her body I want. It’s what’s interred with the coffin.”

“You mean I’m digging up buried treasure?”

“Something like that.” He dropped the cigarette and ground it out with his heel. “Hell, might as well let you in on it. Like you pointed out, you’re not going to live to tell anyone.”

Me and my big mouth.

“My pal, Murph, and I were in it together. We’ve been doing this for years, moving from town to town, scoping out the big score. It’s a long con, not some get rich quick kind of deal. Once we identify a mark, I find a way to get close, integrate myself into his or her life while Murph plans the lift. Let me tell you, old man Newcastle was a pushover.”

“Wait. You’re saying you conned Jeremiah Newcastle?” I shook my head. “That’s impossible. There’s no way you got close to him. He hated people.”

“Believe it or not. It’s the truth.”

“I suppose you’re going to tell me you killed him, too.”

His silence verified it.

My stomach plummeted. I don’t want to hear any more, I really don’t, but I have to know the rest. “He’s been in Peaceful Waves since leaving the hospital after his stroke two months ago. You expect me to believe you conned the staff into thinking you were a long-lost relative?”

“Better than that.” An ugly snigger drifted across the night. “I conned them into thinking I was a nursing assistant. Easy enough to forge a license, and I can be quite charismatic when I need to be. Arrived in town the day he left the hospital and moved into that convalescent home. It was kismet.

“The stroke was a wake-up call for Ol’ Jerry. It scared him to think of dying alone. He wanted a friend, and I was more than happy to step in and fill that role. Me and him, we had some meaningful conversations over the course of six weeks. He told me about his fortune and how he traveled all over the world, buying up pieces of junk…”

“Antiques are not junk!” Some people just don’t appreciate the historical value of things.

“Whatever. With no family to speak of, I guess he needed to spend his money on one thing or another. And, as it turned out, Jerry and I had a little something in common.”

“What’s that?”

“He was a criminal, just like me.”

My task forgotten, I leaned on the handle of the shovel, completely engrossed in the tale. “Jeremiah was a con man?”

“Nah. A thief.”

“Now you’re making stuff up. I’ve known Jeremiah Newcastle my entire life. While he wasn’t the friendliest sort–” that’s putting it mildly “–he didn’t break the law.”

Russet Man lit another cigarette and took a long drag. I’ve never smoked a day in my life but was tempted to ask for one – you know, just to try it. It’s not like it’s going to kill me. “People don’t show you all of their sides. They keep one or two hidden; secreted away. We’re all enigmas. I bet you have a few skeletons in the closet you don’t want anyone to know about.”

A skeleton idiom in a graveyard. How original. “As a matter of fact, I don’t. I’m an open and honest person.”

“Really? I’ve had you under surveillance for a week, remember.”

How did I become the topic of conversation? “What does any of what you’ve told me have to do with the writing box and message?”

“I’m getting to that. Keep digging.” I overturned a few more shovelfuls of dirt to satisfy his demand. “Seems old Jeremiah pulled off quite a heist in his day. Broke into some oil tycoon’s mansion in the northern part of the state and made off with a rather decent haul of precious gems.”

“The Ellwood robbery. I was just a kid then, but I vaguely remember it was the talk of Port New for the better part of a year. It even made national news, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Yeah, that’s it. And guess where he hid the loot?”

Horrorstruck, I looked down at the partially-unearthed grave.

“Creative, right?” Russet Man swept his arm in a wide arc. “Used the cemetery as his own personal safety deposit box.”

“That’s sick.”

“It’s ingenious. You’re not digging.”

Hope of ever getting out of this situation fled, with probability hot on its heels. I knew too much now. Me and my damned inquisitive mind. I couldn’t leave it alone. I just had to decode that message, didn’t I? The message! “How did you know there was a code hidden in the box. And how did you know about the box in the first pla- oh.”

“Give the lady a gold star.”

“How did I not figure this out before now? Your pal, Murph, is Beady Eyes. Zara said there’d been a burglary at the Newcastle estate. He lifted the box and then sold it to me for quick cash. But why not just give it to you?”

“That’s where the story gets interesting.”

It hasn’t been interesting up to this point? Oh, boy.

His second butt joining the first, Russet Man shifted the gun into his left hand, flexing the fingers of the right. Wouldn’t want the poor guy to get a cramp. He might miss when he shoots me. The idea to run sprang to mind, leaving as quickly as it appeared. I harbored no misconception that Russet Man – “Will you please tell me your name? What’s it going to hurt?” – wouldn’t fire regardless of which extremity grasped the firearm.

“My name’s not important. Do you want to hear the rest of this or not?”

“I do. Please continue.”

“Our grift had two parts. As I said earlier, I was in charge of getting close to the mark while Murph figured out the logistics. Where to unload the goods for the most cash, how to get away, etcetera. We had no contact with one another during a con to avoid anyone making a connection between us. It seemed like a good arrangement when I thought it up.

“Anyway, with Jerry so graciously sharing details about the priceless antiques he’d blown his fortune on – though why he didn’t hold onto his cash in the first place is beyond me. It would’ve made things a helluva lot easier – Murph cased the house and filched a few pieces at a time, selling them in different towns around the state. You know, so no one would get suspicious.”

“But someone obviously did. Why else was he in such a hurry to sell the box?”

“Some local paying respects last week saw him leaving the house. Knowing the place was supposed to be vacant, the good Samaritan called the cops. Murph barely got away, stopping by your place on the way out of town to unload the merchandise.”

“But, why stick around that long? Why not take it with him?”

“It’s a risky proposition either way, but if he’s caught crossing state lines in possession of stolen property, that brings the Feds into it, and since the cops were already looking for him, it made more sense to get rid of it here.”

“Interesting.” If I survive this night, I have the plot for Spencer’s next book. “But that still doesn’t explain the code.”

“I’m getting to that. How’s that hole coming along?”

“Getting there.”

“Murph and I agreed on a rendezvous point ahead of time. He’d wait twenty-four hours for me to show, we’d split the cash, and part ways until our next job. When the con went south, he left word that he’d had to hightail it out of town–”

“I thought you weren’t in contact with one another.”

“Not directly, but we left messages via a voice drop, in case things got hot. About the time he was leaving one for me saying he had to split, Jerry was filling me in on his system for locating his stash. It seems the old man had a fondness for ciphers, so he coded the coordinates of various hiding places and stashed them in some of his treasures. Just for fun. Murph had no way of knowing he’d sold a literal fortune for pennies.”

“Pennies! A thousand bucks isn’t pennies!” Maybe I should’ve kept that indignation to myself. “So, you had to get the box back to retrieve the code. Where’s Victori…uh, Darcy fit into all of this?”

“She was someone I called on now and then when I needed cover. Would you have unlocked the door that night for a single man?”

“Maybe.”

“No, you wouldn’t have. But a couple, well, come right on in.”

I hate that I’m that transparent. “But why kill her?”

“As I said earlier, she outlived her usefulness. Which you’re about to do if you don’t keep digging.”

[image: * * *]

An hour passed and the mound of dirt next to the burial plot grew larger. It’s amazing how much one can accomplish when properly motivated. Each time I checked, the gun was pointed in my direction, though at a different angle now that I was a few feet below ground. If that’s not incentive to keep excavating, I don’t know what it.

“Jeremiah didn’t happen to mention how deep he buried this thing, did he?” Okay, yes; I’m cranky. My arms ache, my legs ache, and I’m tired of standing in this hole, on top of poor Mable, no less. How well do caskets from the ’30s hold up, anyway? My foot’s not going to go through the top, is it? Ewww.

“I don’t imagine it’s too far down. He’d want easy access.” An owl hooted, followed by the rustle of wings. “Pick up the pace, would you? Someone might call the cops if they see the cars in the parking lot.”

“I’ve been thinking about something. How did you know I had the code? Maybe Jeremiah lied when he told you where he hid it. Or was mistaken. Stroke victims can suffer from vascular dementia. It happens when blood flow to the brain is impaired and causes memory loss and poor judgment. How did you know he was telling you the truth?”

“I didn’t. Especially when I tore the box apart and found it empty. Then I heard you and your boyfriend talking about decryption keys and such and knew you’d found it.”

“So, that’s why Garfunkel went nuts. He remembered your scent and knew you were outside eavesdropping.” I’m ordering a lifetime supply of Fido bars the second I get home. If I make it home.

“Yeah, well, I planned to break in and grab it, but I didn’t want to risk getting chomped on again. Then I thought, since you were so gung-ho to crack the code, why not let you do the work? I knew the second you figured it out you’d lead me to the location. All I had to do was wait.” He stepped to the edge and peered down at me; meager light emanating from the flashlight falling upon his face. “Guess patience really is a virtue.”

I suppressed a shudder, determined not to let on that I was scared. “Yeah, that’s you. A real virtuous guy.”

Thunk.

The shovel hit something that wasn’t Mable’s coffin. Not quite three feet down, I’d unearthed a zippered pouch filled with stolen jewelry.

“Toss it up here.”

Panic set in. Scrambling for a clever solution to my dilemma, I resorted to begging. “Please, Mr. Whatever-your-name-is. Please don’t shoot me here. If you’re going to kill me, and I’ve totally accepted the fact that you are, at least do it somewhere out in the open where my body will be discovered. Give my family and friends closure. Will you do that for me? Please?”

Russet Man laughed. “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that. Sure, okay. You want to die up here? I’m happy to oblige. Come on up out of there, and I’ll see if I can’t accommodate you. But throw that bag up here first.”

Yeah, right! Give up the only leverage I had? I don’t think so. It didn’t occur to me he could shoot me where I stand, then retrieve the jewels himself. “I’ll bring it with me.” Tossing the shovel up first, I climbed out of the grave and collapsed at the top, relieved to feel solid ground beneath my body. I sensed more than saw Russet Man grab the bag from my hand, his exclamation of delight upon viewing the contents proving Jeremiah’s coordinates had been right. Maybe he’ll forget all about me now and be on his way.

No such luck.

“Get on your feet.”

So, this is it. I’m about to die. Goodbye, Mom. Goodbye, Dad. I hope I made you proud. Take care of Garfunkel for me. Tell him every day that I love him. Do widzenia, Grandpa Andrzej. Farewell, Grandma Lena. I’ll miss your pierogis.

And, just like that, the idea came to me, born out of my determination to see my loved ones again – and a few too many action movies. Scrambling onto all fours, I reached for the shovel. “I know you think it’s silly, but won’t you please tell me your name? You are, after all, about to become the last person I see.”

Tossing the pouch into the duffel bag, Russet Man shrugged. “Sure. Why not? My name’s Sawyer Desmond, but you can call me Des.”

“Heads up, Des.” Channeling the spirit of Ty Cobb, I swung the shovel as hard as I could, feeling it connect the instant the gun discharged, the report echoing throughout the graveyard. Searing pain shot through me as I fell backward, and as the world went black, my final thought was – I wonder if Spencer will bring JoJo as his date to my funeral?
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How It Ends
otherwise known as
The Final Chapter
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So, that’s how a coded message hidden in a 19th-century bronze and mahogany writing box landed me in the hospital for the second time in less than ten days, garbed in yet another hideous, mustard yellow (French, not Dijon), purple-squiggly-sperm, hospital gown, my family and friends gathered around my bedside in an eerie spectacle of déjà vu.

Wait! That’s not all. Don’t you want to hear the rest of it?

Upon regaining consciousness, I found my left shoulder swathed in bandages, the aftermath of surgery to remove a bullet lodged in the soft tissue just below my collarbone. A non-life-threatening injury I’ve been assured, but you never know about these things. Infection could set in, then gangrene, and the next thing you know, I’m–

What? Oh…you thought…nah.

Apparently, when I hit Des with the shovel, I lost my balance and fell backwards against Mable’s headstone, knocking myself out. Another ‘mild’ concussion. ‘Nothing’ to worry about. This from an M.D. who couldn’t take his eyes off of Zara the entire time he was examining me.

Speaking of Zara, after apologizing repeatedly for not believing me when I told her I was being followed, and offering to spring for an entire year’s worth of mani-pedis (I think someone has a guilty conscience), she’s filling in the few blanks I have.

“Finn? You look tired. I can finish this later if you want.”

“No, I’m okay. You were about to say how you found me.”

“Right. Well, actually, you have Spencer to thank for that.” Respect outshined her animosity for my savior. “When he couldn’t get a hold of you, he called and convinced me to drive out to the cemetery to make sure you hadn’t gotten yourself into trouble. When I saw a white Corolla parked next to Lance, I called for backup. Not that I needed any.”

“Damn straight, you didn’t! The day you and I can’t handle a scumbag like Stultz is the day I turn in my badge,” Duley boomed, the sound waves reverberating off of my skull.

Wincing, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Care to bring it down a few decibels, Big Guy? Concussion, here; remember?”

His massive shoulders drooped. “Sorry, Finn. Can I get you anything? An extra pillow or a bagel from Dough Knots or something?”

“No, thanks. I’m…wait a minute. Who can’t you handle?”

Zara reclaimed the narrative. “Grover Stultz, a.k.a. Clive Carter, D.H. Wagner, Percival Sidebottom – if you can believe that one – and, most recently, Sawyer Desmond.”

“No wonder he didn’t want to tell me his name. He couldn’t remember which one to use.” Wriggling around on the bed in an attempt to find a more comfortable position, I gave up, convinced such a thing does not exist. “He confessed to killing Darcy – that’s the woman from the morgue. Did I tell you that? And Jeremiah, too.”

“We know. I had the coroner take another look at Jeremiah’s body, and she found bruising around his neck in addition to the petechial hemorrhaging she noted at the first autopsy. Since everyone assumed at the time that he died from a second stroke, she hadn’t bothered to examine him closely. You’d better believe I’m reporting her for this.”

I had a thought. “What happens to him now? To his body, I mean.”

“Finley! Why would you ask such a thing?” There aren’t many things that make Mom squeamish, but, apparently, dead bodies are one of them. She’d been slightly green since this conversation began.

“Well, he has no next-of-kin. I hate the thought of him ending up in Potter’s field.”

“More than likely, his corpse will be sent to the body farm outside of Smithport,” Duley offered. “You know, where they study decomposition and stuff.”

“Excuse me!” Mom jumped up and raced into the bathroom.

“Something I said?”

“She’ll be fine,” Dad assured the detective. “But maybe we should wrap this up before she gets back, yeah?”

“In that case,” I said, one eye on the bathroom door, “I want to claim him. I’ll pay for a funeral and all of that. Can you make it happen?”

Zara frowned. “If you’re offering out of some sort of obligation–”

“It’s not that. It’s not only that,” I amended. “I feel a connection to him, with everything that’s happened. I mean, if I hadn’t accepted stolen property from his estate…”

“You had no way of knowing that box belonged to him.”

Time to ’fess up. “Maybe, but I knew there was something hinky about the whole thing. All I saw were those heated, custom leather seats for Lance and a spa weekend for me, Grandma Lena, and Mom.”

“Who’s going on a spa weekend?” Mom asked, rejoining the group. I was relieved to note she’d returned to her normal color.

“I’m just saying, if I’d listened to my gut, none of this would have happened, and Jeremiah Newcastle would still be alive. And, Darcy, too.”

“Now, you listen to me.” The mattress dipped under the weight of the burly detective as Duley joined me on the bed – sitting, of course. “You didn’t kill those people, Finn. None of what happened is your fault. You got bamboozled, plain and simple. That’s what con men do. They bamboozle people.”

“Suzanne gave you a word-of-the-day calendar for your birthday, didn’t she?”

Turning crimson at the mention of his girlfriend, Duley nodded.

The pain meds were beginning to wear off. Closing my eyes for a second, sleep beckoned – until I heard Mom ushering everyone out. “No. Don’t go! I want to hear the rest of it.”

“Finley…”

“I need to know.”

She hesitated, about to pull the Mom card, then turned to Zara and nodded. “Tell her.”

“Okay, where did I leave off? Oh, yeah. The crime lab was able to match a partial print found at the Newcastle estate to Lonnie Murphy, a con man who served several stints in prison for burglary, theft, and possession of stolen property. Crimes that linked him to none other than–”

“Grover Stultz, a.k.a Sawyer Desmond.”

“Right. Incidentally, the Mount Legion, Connecticut police caught Murphy trying to rob a church yesterday. They have him in custody.”

“It wasn’t Our Sisters of the Fiery Pines, was it?”

“How’d you know that?”

“Doesn’t matter. Go on.”

“There’s not much left to tell. Unfortunately, we don’t know what or how much was stolen from the house. We’re trying to track Murphy’s movements over the past six weeks, see if we can’t locate the items he sold, but it’s doubtful anything will turn up.”

“I wonder how many have coded messages inside of them. Des…uh, Stultz intimated that Jeremiah told him there is buried treasure, for lack of a better term, scattered all throughout the cemetery.”

“Well, unless we find some sort of master list, I guess we’ll never know. Can’t really go digging up graves on a hunch.”

“I guess some secrets stay buried.” Duley can be quite profound on occasion. And pun-ny.

“So, what happened to him? Stultz. Is he in jail?” The way that seven pairs of eyes suddenly avoided mine, you’d think I asked to borrow money. “What? He didn’t get away, did he?”

Dad cleared his voice. “Uh, no…he didn’t.”

“Then what?”

It’s amazing how quiet a room gets when everyone holds their breath.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake! Will someone please tell me what happened to Stultz?

Throughout the entire visit, Spencer, who’d jumped in his car and driven like a bat out of hell up the interstate the second he’d hung up from talking to Zara, hadn’t left my side; my right hand encased in his like he was afraid to let go. He stayed silent as I described the events that took place in the cemetery, his grip tightening when I recounted those last moments before I blacked out. I left out the part about him and JoJo ending up together. No need to share that.

He remained quiet as the detectives filled in their part, not speaking a word until now. “Are you absolutely positive you want to know?”

“Okay, now you’re scaring me.”

As my family – Zara and Duley included; they’ve been elevated from friend status – closed ranks around the bed, Spencer broke the news that though I’d never been a devotee of recreational sports, adrenaline and the sheer will to live guided my aim when I swung the shovel, catching Grover Stultz, a.k.a Sawyer Desmond, in the temple. He dropped dead on the spot.

Wow. Didn’t see that coming.

In the days that followed, I vacillated between guilt and relief; both emotions Zara assured me were normal. If not for my last-ditch effort to save my own life, I’d be six feet under right now, sharing space with Mable for eternity. It was a clear-cut case of self-defense.

In a meeting with Port New’s District Attorney, I was assured multiple times that no charges would be filed. If anything, I’d made the world a safer place. As someone who took two lives without compunction, and was about to take a third, Grover Stultz most certainly would have killed again given the chance. I doubt he’ll be missed.

Convinced, somewhat reluctantly, to take time off, I hung a sign – or rather, asked Spencer to hang a sign – in the window of Finn’s Finds, announcing the shop would be closed until further notice. Of course, that means I’m missing peak tourist season, but who cares? I came a hairsbreadth away from selling antiques to St. Peter. I’ve earned a vacation, or so everyone around tells me. Personally, I think immersing myself in my work would be therapeutic.

On the other hand, snuggling up on the sofa with Garfunkel on one side of me, happily gnawing away on a Fido bar (what? It’s not like he’s going to shed), and Spencer on the other, his arm resting lightly across my good shoulder while we binge-watch last season’s episodes of Antiquity Hunters, leads me to believe that taking a couple of weeks off isn’t such a bad idea.

“I don’t remember Port New being this exciting back in the day.”

“Shhh.” I turned up the volume. “This is the part where they find that 18th-century, pewter bed pan – purported to have belonged to George Washington – in a snake-infested shed in Mississippi.”

Spencer helped himself to a handful of popcorn. “Guess who called me while you were in the hospital?”

“Who?” I asked, my eyes glued to the screen.

“JoJo Halpern.”

I shut off the T.V. “What did she want?”

“Oh, nothing much. Just to check on you. See how you were feeling, if you were going to pull through. I vaguely remember her saying something about being available if I ever needed a shoulder to cry on. Ow! What was that for?”

“Two things. First, for not hanging up on that conniving – woman – the instant you heard her voice…”

“And, the second?”

“For teasing me. I’m in a particularly vulnerable state right now.”

He looked properly chastised. “I’m sorry. I won’t let it happen again.”

“And for mentioning the word ‘shoulder’. You know I’m sensitive when it comes to that particular body part. Why’d Stultz have to shoot me there?”

“You would’ve preferred your heart or your head?”

“I would’ve preferred not to be shot at all. But how am I going to look in sleeveless-anything this summer with this scar front and center?”

Spencer took my hand and gazed into my eyes, his a most brilliant blue. “You’ll look the way you always do. Beautiful.”

Doesn’t he say the nicest things?

“By the way, if you need an idea for your next book, have I got a story for you…”


Items of Interest


for those of you who are interested

Both the Polybius Square and Caesar’s Shift are actual ciphers. There’s a whole lot of historical data to back that up, at least, according to Wikipedia. Seigel’s Theorem, on the other hand, the cipher Finn used to break the code, is a product of this author’s imagination. No doubt, if I’d used a real one, it would’ve taken me longer to decrypt the message than it did for me to write this book. You’re welcome.

Also, after extensive research, I’ve come to the conclusion that Fido Bars don’t exist, but if anyone out there decides to make them, my real-life Basset Hound, Bruno, volunteers his services as a taste-tester.

Some of the antiques mentioned in the story are purely fictional, while others are based on real items, including the mahogany and brass writing box. If you’re curious about these pieces, please visit my Pinterest page.
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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