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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rain poured down from the inky black sky as I watched Chief of Police Colt Wilder leverage his shovel into the saturated earth. In hindsight, it might have been a good idea to wait until after the storm had passed to check out the theory I’d been mulling over in my mind since I’d learned of Wesley Hamilton’s disappearance. The heir to the Bank of Holiday Bay had last been seen heading toward his car in the lot behind the bank ten days before. In the time since his disappearance, no one had been able to figure out what had become of the man, and even now, all I had to explain the fact that he seemed to have vanished into thin air was an idea born in my imagination. An idea, I reminded myself, that was most likely nothing more than a meaningless whim based on a fantasy I’d cooked up while writing my first thriller all those years ago.  
 
    “Have you found anything?” I called into the darkness, straining to be heard over the roar of wind, rain, and the occasional clap of thunder way off in the distance. 
 
    “Not yet.”  
 
    “Maybe we should come back another time,” I suggested as a gust of wind whipped my soaking-wet hair across my eyes. 
 
    Colt futilely wiped the rain pouring from the brim of his hat away from his face. “You wanted to check out the gravesite, so we are checking out the gravesite. Besides, we’re already soaked to the skin. No use going back before we find what we came for.” 
 
    At the time I’d made the decision to call Colt to suggest this excursion, it’d seemed like a good idea. Sure, it’d been raining lightly at that point, and I knew that following through with my intuition was going to mean getting wet, but I’d lived my life in a town where it rained often, so no one could say that Abby Sullivan was afraid of a little precipitation. Of course, I’d suggested this particular course of action before the wind had blown in from the sea, causing what had seemed like a good idea to end up as an act of insanity. 
 
    “I really think we should go,” I tried again. “I can hear thunder off in the distance and you are holding a metal shovel.” I turned slightly to steady myself in the gale-force wind.  
 
    “Hang on a minute. I might have found something.” 
 
    I nodded despite the fact that there was no way that Colt, who was standing in the hole he’d dug, would be able to see me. My breath caught as I watched him remove several more shovelfuls of wet earth and set them aside.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be,” he exclaimed in his deep baritone voice.  
 
    “Did you find him?”  
 
    Colt looked up and grinned in my direction. “Who would have thought that a man who had been missing for ten days would finally be found buried in his own grave?” 
 
    I had to admit I was as shocked as Colt seemed to be. Sure, it was my idea to dig up the grave in the first place, but I couldn’t say that I actually believed we’d find the guy there. My suggestion that Wesley Hamilton might be buried in the gravesite reserved for him by his father before he died was no more than a hunch. A hunch, it turned out, that apparently was based in reality.  
 
    “So, what now?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m going to call in the crime scene guys before I do anything else. I need to stay here until they arrive, so I won’t be able to leave to take you home. Maybe Georgia can come to pick you up.” 
 
    I was sure that Georgia Carter, my business partner, roommate, and best friend would be happy to come for me, but I felt bad about leaving Colt standing alone in the rain, so I offered to stay. He thanked me but indicated that it might be best if I wasn’t found in the immediate area when the crime scene unit arrived. I supposed he might be right, so I called Georgia and then went out to the street to wait. 
 
    Georgia arrived in her beat-up old truck with a travel mug of hot coffee and a warm blanket. Leave it to Georgia to think of the small touches that always made all the difference. One of the reasons she made such a good manager for the inn we ran was because of her caring nature and attention to detail. “You look like a drowned rat,” she said after handing me the blanket. “The coffee is hot, so be careful, but a few sips should warm you right up.” 
 
    “Thank you for the coffee and thanks for coming to get me. It looks like Colt is going to be a while.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Wesley Hamilton was actually buried in his own grave. When you suggested it, I found the idea interesting, but I really wasn’t expecting that you’d find him there.” 
 
    “Honestly, I was as surprised as anyone.” I took a sip of the coffee. “I’m glad he has been found, but my heart is breaking for Kendall and Patrice.”  
 
    Kendall Jared was Wesley’s fiancée, and Patrice Hamilton was his mother. Kendall was to marry Wesley at Christmas and had been working on wedding plans for over a year, and Patrice had only recently lost her husband and was finally starting to get over that loss. Losing a fiancé would be tough, but to lose a son? To lose a son was unbearable. I should know; I’d lost mine. Johnathan had been just an infant when he was ripped from my life by a drunk driver who had killed my husband, Ben, as well, while Wesley was well into his twenties or possibly even his early thirties, but I knew in my heart that to lose a child, whatever their age, brought on the most unimaginable pain possible. 
 
    “I know this will be hard on both women,” Georgia agreed. “But it seems to me that the past ten days of not knowing has to have been worse.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “I wonder who did it.” Georgia turned onto the road that led to the country inn we ran together. “It seems a bold move to bury the guy right there in the family plot.” 
 
    Georgia was right. It was bold. And pretty dumb, actually. The fact that the killer had buried Wesley in the plot reserved for him indicated that he or she was someone who knew Wesley and/or the Hamilton family. I had to bet that would narrow down Colt’s suspect list considerably. 
 
    “Of course,” Georgia continued, bobbing her head of blond hair as she spoke, “it does seem as if Wesley has managed to make a lot of enemies during his short tenure as bank president. Even his own mother was pretty fed up with the way he’d been running things. The list of local businesses shut down and families run out of their homes must be considerable by this point. I suspect it is from those lists that Colt will find the killer.” 
 
    “I imagine you might be right. Emotions do seem to be running high when it comes to the public’s general dissatisfaction with the bank. I even heard that the board of trustees had threatened to replace Wesley as president if he didn’t harness his Scroogelike tendencies a bit.” 
 
    “Could they do that? Replace Wesley? His father did establish the bank and he left it to his only son.” 
 
    “I don’t know the specifics, but the bank has stockholders, and even though Wesley owned a majority share, the board of trustees seems to wield a certain amount of power over the bank’s activities. The rumor circulating around town about the board threatening to replace Wesley may have been nothing more than a hope, but in my mind, the very idea of having anyone other than a Hamilton at the helm seems to indicate just how unhappy everyone is.” 
 
    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to start a list of the people we know who had been negatively impacted by the bank’s new policies,” Georgia commented as she parked in front of our seaside cottage. 
 
    As soon as we arrived home, I headed inside to take a hot shower while Georgia made a pot of tea. Since the inn had opened, we’d settled into the routine of sharing a pot of tea and discussing the comings and goings at the end of every day. Georgia was in charge of the day-to-day operations, but I owned the place and wanted to stay in the loop, so the routine had developed naturally.  
 
    As I shampooed my hair, I thought about the body in the cemetery. The idea of checking out Wesley’s gravesite had come about as a result of the thriller I’d written years ago. In my story, which featured an agent from the FBI who’d teamed up with a psychic to find a serial killer, the body of one of the victims had eventually been found buried in the grave that the man had purchased for his own eventual use. I’m not sure what made me think of that while working on my current work in progress, but the idea had popped into my head, and I’d gone with it. Still, the fact that Wesley actually had been buried in a grave marked for his own eternal rest was surprising, even to me. 
 
    “I have pumpkin cookies to go with the tea,” Georgia informed me as I emerged from my bedroom wearing my pajamas and a warm robe. 
 
    “Tea and cookies sound perfect.” I curled up on the sofa after setting my teacup on the table in front of me. Georgia’s dog, Ramos, and my dog, Molly, were stretched out in front of the fire, but my cat, Rufus, jumped up onto the sofa and curled up in my lap. “So who checked in and who checked out, and what do we know about the new arrivals?” 
 
    “The Osgoods checked out of suite one today,” Georgia started. While we’d named all the suites, we’d also numbered them for simplicity’s sake, one being the one on the first floor, two and three on the second, four and five on the third, leaving the attic suite as six. “We don’t have anyone arriving for that suite until the Goodmans check in on Thursday. A woman named Dixie Landers checked in today with her daughter, Holly. They are occupying suites two and three. They plan to be here for just over a week.” 
 
    “I’m assuming Holly is an adult daughter?” 
 
    “She is. I would say that she is probably in her midtwenties and her mother is probably around fifty. Maybe fifty-five. It’s hard to tell. The women seem very nice and they have an interesting reason for being here.” 
 
    I took a sip of my tea, allowing the warmth to glide slowly down my throat. “Oh, and what’s that?” 
 
    Georgia crossed her legs under her body and leaned forward slightly. “Dixie was put up for adoption when she was four years old. She told me that she didn’t remember anything about her birth parents and never spent much time thinking of them once she’d settled into her new home. In fact, according to her, by the time she was an adult, she couldn’t even remember their names or what they’d looked like. But then, a few months ago, she received a small package in the mail that contained a leather-bound journal and a handwritten letter from a woman who identified herself only as R. In her letter, R stated that she’d been a friend of Dixie’s birth mother and wanted to both inform Dixie of her mother’s death and to send along the only thing that she had of hers, the journal her mother had kept around the time her daughter was born. She didn’t know if Dixie was interested, or if she had questions about her birth and eventual adoption, but she indicated in the letter that, if she did, the journal would help with them.” 
 
    “I wonder how the friend happened to have the journal in the first place,” I said. “Actually, I’m even more interested in how the friend knew how to get hold of Dixie if she had been given up for adoption so many years ago.” 
 
    “Dixie didn’t know, but she was curious, so she read the journal. As it turned out, she was one of four children. She was the oldest, but if the journal was accurate, she had three younger sisters: twins Hannah and Heather, who’d just turned two when their mother gave them up, and an infant named Lily.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s some story. Is Dixie here to try to find her sisters?” 
 
    “She is, although she has very little to go on. The person who sent the journal didn’t include a mailing address, but the postmark on the package was from the post office here in Holiday Bay, so she and her daughter decided to visit town to see what they could dig up.” 
 
    “If Dixie was four when her mother gave up custody of her children, she must remember something.” 
 
    “She said she had just turned four when she went to her new home. She vaguely remembers being scared at first, but her adoptive parents were nurturing and supportive, so over time, she began to relax and concentrate on her new life. By the time she was an adult, she really couldn’t remember anything about her life before she was adopted. Then she received the package with the journal, and ever since, small snippets of her early life have come back to her. She is pretty sure her mother had dark hair, and she thinks they lived in a forested area. She doesn’t remember having a father, but she does remember the twins and the baby. She told me that her memories are disjoined and she isn’t certain if what she thinks she remembers are real or were born in her imagination.” 
 
    I picked up a cookie and took a bite. “I get that. Sometimes I had what I was sure were memories that felt very real to me, but my sister insists that the events I swear I remember from our childhood never happened. I even remember living in a house with a grand entry, but Annie and I went through every house we ever lived in as children and not a one of them had a grand entry.” 
 
    “I suppose the remnants of dreams and fantasies exist in our minds the same way memories of actual events do. Once the image is implanted, I can see how the two might get mixed up.” 
 
    I took another sip of my tea. “Dixie’s story certainly has caught my attention. I’ll have to make a point of introducing myself to her at breakfast. Did she indicate whether the journal said anything about why their mother gave them up for adoption?” 
 
    “According to the journal, the mother became ill and thought she was going to die. She was no longer able to care for the children on her own, and their father took off when he found out she was pregnant with baby number four, so she felt that giving them up was her only option. R indicated in the letter she sent with the journal that Dixie’s mother had only recently died, so I guess we can assume she must not have died from the illness that caused her to give up her children. Of course, she never sought them out either, so I guess she must have assumed they were better off in their new homes.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine being faced with that choice. I wonder if Dixie’s mother had any family she could have turned to.” 
 
    “It seems that she must not have, or perhaps her family was unwilling to take on four little girls. It’s hard to understand why the mother made the choice she did without having all the pieces to the puzzle.” 
 
    Rufus jumped down off my lap and joined the dogs by the fire. I supposed I was moving around too much for his liking. It was just as well. It was tricky to balance hot tea and cookies with a twenty-five-pound cat in my lap. “Did the man who planned to check into suite four arrive?” I asked, changing the subject back to our review of the day. 
 
    “He did. He is in town for a job interview, so he only plans to stay three nights, but we have a couple checking into that suite for the weekend, so it will only be vacant for two nights. A man and his niece checked into suite five today. I didn’t have a chance to speak with them at length, but I sense there is a story there as well. And, of course, Gaylord is still in the attic suite.” 
 
    Gaylord Godfry was a retired history professor who’d checked into the inn three weeks ago. He’d told us that he planned to use his time in Maine to write the great American novel. I had no idea if he was a talented writer, but he did seem to be putting in the time required to write a novel. His reservation went through Thanksgiving, which worked out well for us. He’d booked early, and we were happy to have him. 
 
    “Did Gaylord decide if he wanted to participate in the murder mystery dinner? It is just two weeks away and the company that’s putting on the event wants to get a final head count.” 
 
    “I’ll ask him tomorrow,” Georgia said. “We have all six suites booked for that weekend and the guests from four of the other five suites have confirmed their reservations for the dinner party. I’m still trying to get hold of the guest who has a deposit on suite four that weekend, but I’ll track them down, and I’ll verify with Gaylord too. We also have about twenty people from town who have reserved spots. If Gaylord decides to join us, we should have an even thirty, which puts us at capacity. The thirty is not counting you and me or Nikki, but I figured we’d all be working the party and wouldn’t be joining in.” 
 
    Nikki Peyton lived with her brother, Tanner, on the estate to the east of us. Tanner Peyton trained dogs for service organizations, and Nikki, his much-younger half sister, helped Georgia out in the inn with cleaning and laundry.  
 
    “And the pumpkins for the pumpkin patch?” 
 
    “They will arrive on Friday of this week. We will need to get them placed on the lawn once they show up. I’ve been advertising for weeks that we will have music on the lawn, food for sale, crafts for sale from local craftspeople, and pumpkins and face painting for the kids on Saturday. The inn looks fantastic, and I think this is a good opportunity to show off what we have accomplished and what we have to offer.” 
 
    “I agreed. I’m looking forward to the entire month. Did Lonnie come by to help you hang the skeletons in the hallways?” 
 
    Georgia nodded. I had hired Lonnie Parker to oversee the renovation of the inn, and even though his job was now complete, we could always count on him to come by when we needed either some muscle or some height; Georgia and I were both petite.  
 
    “While he was here, he promised that he would be by this week to check out the flicker we seem to be having in the lights in both the inn and the cottage.” 
 
    I smiled. “The flicker that Gaylord is certain is linked to the strange noises he’s been hearing in the hallway at night?”  
 
    Georgia’s face grew serious. “I realize that Gaylord’s assertion that we have spooks in the house is sort of out there, but he’s not the only guest to mention the rattling in the hallway. The couple who checked out of suite two a few days ago swore they heard a pitter-patter overhead, and the man who stayed in suite three said he felt a presence when he got up to grab a snack in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “It’s probably just the very realistic decorations you’ve put up. We wanted to create the feel of a haunted inn and, apparently, we’ve done just that.” 
 
    “What about the flickering lights?” Georgia asked. 
 
    “I’m sure it is just a short in the wiring system. Lonnie will figure it out.” 
 
    Georgia got up and walked to the window. It was still pouring rain. “I guess I should go to do our nighttime lockup.” She pulled on a rain slicker. “Hopefully, if we do have a ghost, it will behave itself tonight.” 
 
    The inn was a twenty-four-hour a day, seven day a week undertaking. Georgia and I had established a routine of locking all the doors and making sure all the overhead lights on the main floor were turned off at ten. There were dim nightlights for guests who might get up for a drink or a snack after that, and all the suite keys also opened the back door leading from the kitchen out to the drive between the house and the cottage, should one of the guests return from town after lockup. At this point, Georgia was working seven days a week with Nikki’s help, but eventually, we planned to employ someone to cover the daily operations at least part of the time so Georgia could have some time off. Of course, we’d just begun booking rooms two months ago, so in the short term, she seemed fine with the way things were. She provided a hot breakfast and dinner, but the guests were on their own for lunch. With Nikki’s assistance with the cleaning and laundry, Georgia had time to focus on marketing, reservations, and the food. 
 
    I picked up my teacup and cookie plate, set them in the sink, and began emptying the dishwasher. During the day, Georgia handled the inn, while I focused on my writing, but we generally shared the chores associated with the cottage in which we lived together now that Georgia had a full-time job, just as I did. Now that my writing career was up to speed again and the inn was fully operational, Georgia and I were both busier than we first imagined we would be. That was fine, though. I could see that Georgia was in her element with meals to prepare and guests to see to, and I was happy to be back in the saddle with my writing. I’d started off slowly, uncertain of my readiness to be back in the public eye, but I had a book signing at the local bookstore the next day, and my newest novel would be released in a month. 
 
    I reached up to place a pair of wineglasses on the overhead rack when I noticed that I had a call on my cell phone. It was Colt, so I picked up. “Hey. What’s going on? The body we found did turn out to be Wesley Hamilton, right?” 
 
    “It did. At least the first one.” 
 
    “The first one?” 
 
    “When the crime scene guys got here and excavated Wesley’s body, they found another one beneath his.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. The other body is fully decayed, so we don’t know who it belonged to or how long it’s been there yet. What I can say is that whoever killed Wesley was not the first person to have the idea to bury their kill in the Hamilton family plot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dixie Landers and her daughter were an absolute delight. When I arrived at the inn the following morning, they immediately invited me to join them for breakfast on the patio. Georgia had ignited my curiosity about Dixie’s story during our conversation the previous evening, so I graciously accepted. 
 
    “Your inn is lovely,” Dixie said after I’d served myself from the buffet and joined them on the patio. 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at the dark-haired woman. “I feel very fortunate to have found it.” 
 
    “It’s such a unique property,” Holly added. “The way it overlooks both the sea and the forest. The view has to be one of the best along the entire stretch of coastline.” 
 
    “Our neighbor to the north of us has a pretty amazing view as well, but he doesn’t sit up quite as high as we do, so I agree, the view from this property is the best in the area.” I took a sip of my coffee. “Georgia filled me in on the reason for your stay, but she didn’t mention where you are from.” 
 
    “Augusta,” Holly supplied. 
 
    “Georgia?” 
 
    “Maine,” Dixie corrected.  
 
    “That isn’t all that far from Holiday Bay. Have you visited here before?” 
 
    “A few times,” Dixie replied. “Now that I’ve read the journal and my memories are beginning to return, I’m sure I must have spent some time here when I was a child. I’m not certain that I lived here, though. I remember our home being surrounded by forest. I don’t remember being near the sea, but I do have a very vague memory of visiting a lighthouse.” 
 
    “It must be so odd to be handed a piece of your life you had all but forgotten.” 
 
    Dixie tilted her head and stared off into space as if pulling at the string of a memory. “Very odd. And to know I have sisters I’d forgotten about is the oddest part of the whole thing. I’ve spent a lot of time in the past few weeks trying to picture them, but all I can really pull up are flashes of images that I can’t seem to focus.” 
 
    “Did your adoptive parents know about your sisters and your past?” 
 
    Dixie looked directly at me. “I don’t know. They were killed in an automobile accident when I was eight. One of my aunts on my father’s side raised me. She never mentioned anything about my past, and I never asked. She passed away three years ago, so I can’t ask her now. The only relative still alive from the families of either of my adoptive parents is an uncle who lives in Philadelphia. I called and spoke to him after I received the journal, but he and my father weren’t close, and he swears he didn’t know a thing about my adoption or my life before I came to live with his brother and his wife.” 
 
    I cut a piece of sausage and took a bite. Georgia made the best sausage and pepper stir fry I’d ever tasted, and I appreciated it each time it was served. “So, what is your plan to begin your search?”  
 
    “Holly and I will begin by just talking to folks. If my mother did live in this area, or even if she just visited often, we’re hoping that someone might remember a woman with four daughters named Dixie, Heather, Hannah, and Lily. It will be a challenge to find someone who was around fifty years ago, but we don’t have anything else to go on right now.” 
 
    “Do you know your birth mother’s name?” 
 
    Dixie shook her head slightly. “I’m afraid her name was never mentioned in either her journal or the letter. I know that will make it harder to track her down. All I really have is the postmark from the package I received leading back to Holiday Bay. It’s not a lot to go on, but it is a place to start.” 
 
    “Perhaps someone from the post office will remember who mailed the package.” 
 
    “I’m not counting on it, but maybe.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you the best of luck, and please do keep me informed as to your progress. I’m not sure what I can do to help, but if you think of something, just holler.” 
 
    “We will and thank you,” Dixie said. 
 
    I chatted with the two women for a while longer and then headed inside, where Gaylord sat at the large dining table with a man who looked to be in his twenties and a young girl who couldn’t be older than seven or eight. This must be the uncle and his niece Georgia mentioned. I poured myself a cup of coffee and joined them. I liked to meet as many of our guests as I was able to. Some people were in and out for just one night, but I usually managed to speak to those who stayed longer. 
 
    “My name is Abby Sullivan,” I greeted the man and the child.  
 
    “I’m Jeremy and this is Annabelle.” 
 
    I smiled at the pair. “I’m happy to meet you both. Will you be staying with us for long?” 
 
    “Two weeks,” Jeremy answered. “Annabelle and I hope to move to Holiday Bay, so we’re here to check the place out while I look for a job.” 
 
    “Annabelle lives with you?” 
 
    Jeremy winked at his niece. “Right now, I’m living with her. Her father was never in the picture, and her mother is overseas, so I moved into my sister’s home to stay with Annabelle. But to be honest, my sister’s place is too large for the two of us, and my sister won’t be back for at least two years, so Annabelle and I decided to find a place of our own.” 
 
    “Two years?” I couldn’t quite prevent the tone of surprise in my voice. “I realize this is none of my business, but why will Annabelle’s mother be away for so long?” 
 
    “She works for the State Department, and she goes where the job takes her.” Jeremy placed his hand over Annabelle’s and gave it a squeeze. “But Belle and I don’t mind. We do okay on our own. Right, sweetheart?” 
 
    The girl shrugged. I could see that she wasn’t happy to have been left behind. It even occurred to me to check out Jeremy’s story. There was something suspicious about a young man traveling alone with a young girl who was not his daughter. I knew we had a copy of his ID on file from when he registered, so I figured I’d have Colt check him out just to be certain the story he was telling was the whole truth. 
 
    “What sort of job are you looking for?” I asked. 
 
    “Really anything that will allow me to support both myself and Annabelle here in Holiday Bay. Annabelle’s mother does send me money every month, which would be adequate if we were to continue to live in her museum of a house, but we’ll need to supplement that if we want to live somewhere else. I have a bachelor’s degree in art history, which won’t do me much good in the real world, but I worked for a year as a landscaper and two years in hotel management. Oh, and I’m handy with a hammer, and I can cook. Maybe not as well as Georgia, but I can hold my own in a café or diner.” 
 
    “It sounds like you should be able to find something with such a varied résumé. Good luck with the search. If I hear of anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    When I headed back to the cottage to do my writing for the day, I called Colt about looking into the legitimacy of Jeremy’s situation. If he was telling the truth and he actually was keeping an eye on his niece with his sister’s blessing, he might be just the sort of person Georgia and I had been looking for to help out with the yard maintenance, snow removal, and heavy lifting. If he could actually cook, that would be a bonus; there were bound to be times when Georgia needed a day off or was ill, and someone would need to feed our guests. 
 
    I gave Colt Jeremy’s full name, address, and driver’s license number, and then headed into my bedroom, which doubled as my office. I’d hoped to ask Colt about his investigation into the bodies in the grave, but it seemed apparent from his clipped responses to my queries that he was both busy and not alone. He said he’d run a background check on Jeremy and then call me back. I figured I could ask him more about the murder investigation then. 
 
    The manuscript I was working on was coming along nicely, although I had to admit that I’d been a lot more distracted by everything that was going on at the inn than I’d thought I would be. Not only were there events to discuss and plan, but I found the various guests who came through to be so interesting as to completely divert my attention from the job I really needed to keep up with if I was going to continue to pay the bills until the inn was in the black. I loved my work as a writer, but when there were so many real-life stories playing out just outside my window, it was increasingly hard to focus. Somehow, I managed to do just that today, and when my phone buzzed alerting me to a call, I was happy to find that I’d managed to write more than three thousand words in the past three hours.  
 
    “Hey, Colt, that was good timing.” 
 
    “It was?” 
 
    “I just completed my writing for the day and was about to get ready for my book signing at Firehouse Books this afternoon, so this is a good time for me to talk. Did you get the info I was looking for on Jeremy?” 
 
    “I did, and it appears he is legit. His sister does work for the State Department, and I found a document giving him temporary physical custody and shared legal custody while she is away.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. The guy is really nice, but the niece didn’t speak once the entire time I was chatting with them. I wasn’t sure if she was shy or scared.” 
 
    “Probably a little bit of both, with some sad added in. I’m sure she is feeling bad that her mother left her behind.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does seem like Jeremy has taken on a tough job. Any news on the two bodies in the grave?” 
 
    “The one on top has been positively identified as that of Wesley Hamilton, which we knew. Approximate time of death is compatible with the timeline of his disappearance, so it looks like he was killed about the same time he turned up missing. The identity of the body found beneath him still has not been verified, but we are working on it.” 
 
    “Well, keep me in the loop if you can.” 
 
    “I will. So you are doing a book signing today?” 
 
    I opened my closet and stared at the options. Dressy? Casual? Sophisticated? Laid-back? Who was I? What sort of image did I want to project? San Francisco Abby would know exactly what to wear, but Holiday Bay Abby no longer felt comfortable in those same clothes. I was a different person now. I supposed a total purge of my wardrobe was called for. “Yes, I am doing a book signing. My new novel won’t be out until next month, but Vanessa asked me to do a signing for some of my backlist, and I told her I would,” I said, mentioning Vanessa Blackstone, the owner of Firehouse Books. “I don’t expect a huge turnout, but that will be fine. I figure this will give me a chance to ease back into things.” 
 
    “I guess I could see how it might be hard to return to the public eye. I’m sure that you have readers who know your story and will ask about it.” 
 
    I pulled out a black wool skirt and a soft cashmere sweater. “I’ve been preparing myself for that, and I think I am ready to respond to questions about Ben and Johnathan without breaking into tears. It has been almost two years since they were killed. I won’t say that it has gotten easier to live without them, and I will never forget them, but I do seem to have a better handle on my emotions. I don’t suppose you want to get dinner later. I have a feeling I’ll need to decompress once the signing is over.”  
 
    “I can do dinner as long as I don’t have an emergency to deal with. Do you want me to pick you up?” 
 
    I tossed the sweater on the bed and pulled out a silk blouse. “The signing will be over at six, and I’ll already be in town. How about I meet you at that new Mexican cantina on Easter Boulevard?” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan. I’ll call you if something comes up between now and then.” 
 
    “Great. See you then.” 
 
    I hung up and looked at the pile of clothes I’d considered and discarded. Why was I making this so hard? No one would care what I was wearing. Deciding on black slacks and a simple white blouse under a dark green cardigan, I grabbed clean undergarments and headed for the bathroom. Since living in Holiday Bay, high heels and designer clothes had been replaced with jeans, T-shirts, and tennis shoes, none of which were appropriate for a book signing. Yet the pencil-thin dress and three-inch heels I’d worn to the last signing before the accident didn’t seem right either. So much had changed. I sort of felt like a butterfly who’d just emerged from the cocoon only to find that she didn’t quite know what to do with her wings. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I showered and dressed, then headed into town. I needed to stop at both the bank and the post office on my way to the book signing. I paid most of my bills online, but I did still have a couple each month that required a good, old-fashioned envelope and stamp. The line at the post office to buy stamps was manageable, but the one at the bank was crazy long. I supposed I should just use the ATM to get some cash, but I was hoping to speak to the teller about depositing some old royalty checks I’d received from my first publisher with whom I’d never set up direct deposit. The checks didn’t represent a large amount of money, but they were more than six months old, so I wondered if depositing them was still an option.  
 
    With only one window open, the line was moving along at a snail’s pace. I was considering just coming back another time when a second teller opened a window, and the line began to move much faster. It was early yet, so I still should have time to deposit the checks and get some cash to cover myself for the next few days. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Abby,” the teller greeted me when I finally made it to a window. 
 
    “Martha.” 
 
    The woman leaned in closer and lowered her voice. “I guess you heard about Mr. Hamilton.” 
 
    I nodded. I wasn’t sure if Martha knew that Wesley’s body had been found or if she was simply referring to the fact that he was missing, so I waited for her to elaborate before I responded. 
 
    “There are those who thought he was just off having a fling, but I’m not surprised to hear that his body was found,” she continued.  
 
    “So you heard about that?” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s the only thing anyone is talking about today. There are some people who are shocked by what happened, but not me. The way he had been treating loyal customers of this bank just wasn’t right. I’m not at all surprised to hear that something like this happened to him. Not surprised at all.” 
 
    “You said that there were people who thought he was simply off having a fling. Why would anyone think that?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “There have been signs.’ 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Being the senior teller, I stay late sometimes to help balance the vault, and there were occasions when Mr. Hamilton stayed late as well. On one of those nights, I noticed a woman in his office. A woman who was not his fiancée.” Martha lowered her voice even more. I had to lean over the counter to hear what she had to say. “Those of us who work here have been speculating about the status of Mr. Hamilton’s relationship with his fiancée for quite some time. Some of the other bank employees even had a pool going about whether or not the couple would make it to the altar. Personally, my money was on a very public and very messy breakup.” Martha began counting out the cash I’d withdrawn. I glanced behind me to find the line gone. I guessed once a second window had been opened, everyone in line was dealt with in a timely manner.  
 
    I turned my attention back to Martha. “Do you think it might be possible the meeting you witnessed was with a client?” 
 
    Martha shrugged. “Sure. If the client was of the kissing sort.” 
 
    I had to admit that relationship issues as a motive for Wesley’s death had occurred to me, but until this point, I hadn’t had anything to base the idea on. “Had you seen Mr. Hamilton with that woman before?” 
 
    “I’d seen her in the bank a few times, but I only noticed them in an intimate embrace the once. I don’t think she lives here in Holiday Bay, although Nick seemed to think she grew up around here and knew Mr. Hamilton for quite some time. And that may be true. Nick is older than I am, but his mind is still as sharp as ever, whereas my memory is less reliable. I hate to admit it, but it seems I’ve forgotten a lot of folks who lived here but have moved elsewhere.” 
 
    I knew Nick was a loan officer who’d been at the bank for almost as long as Martha, who’d been working for the institution for more than forty years. Velma had mentioned that Martha was one of the bank’s first employees. She’d started working for Wesley’s father, Jasper Hamilton, right out of high school and remained the bank’s most loyal employee to date. The fact that her memory was beginning to deteriorate didn’t bode well for the continuation of the job she loved so much.  
 
    “And the night you saw this woman in Mr. Hamilton’s office? Do you remember when that was?” 
 
    “I guess that was a week or so before he turned up missing.” 
 
    I glanced around the bank. It was just Martha and me in the lobby. “You mentioned the employees had a pool about what might be behind Mr. Hamilton’s disappearance. What were some of the other theories?” 
 
    “While there were a few who thought he was off having a fling, most figured he was dead and that he’d been killed because of his business practices. I guess you’ve heard that there were a whole lot of folks who were pretty darn upset about the way the bank was being run since Mr. Hamilton Senior passed on and his money-hungry son took over. There are a lot of people—good folks, folks who Mr. Hamilton Senior considered family—who his son has tossed out of their homes for no good reason. Between you and me, while I’m sorry the man is dead, I’m not sorry that his reign of tyranny has been put to an end.” 
 
    It seemed that Martha had some strong feelings indeed, but she did have an unusually long connection to the bank. Not only had she worked there for her entire adult life, but from what she’d already told me, she put in late hours as well. She’d never married or had children. If I had to guess, she probably considered the people she worked with at the bank to be her family.  
 
    “I have heard rumors about evictions,” I said. “Does anyone stand out as being particularly angry?” 
 
    “Alton West,” she answered without appearing to have taken the time to consider her answer. “Not that he wasn’t justified in his anger. Everyone was upset about him. Poor Mr. West got behind on his house payment while his wife was in the hospital fighting for her life after being diagnosed with a heart condition. That man had been banking with us for decades and had never missed a payment before. You would think Mr. Hamilton would have cut him some slack. His daddy would have. But instead of showing compassion, young Mr. Hamilton evicted the man the same week he buried his wife. I almost quit after that. In fact, there were a lot of us who almost quit.” 
 
    “Do you think that Mr. West could have killed Mr. Hamilton in retaliation?” 
 
    Martha slowly shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Although the poor man was grieving, and it is hard to say what someone will do when they lose the thing that means the most to them. He was a total wreck after his wife died and he lost his home. He started drinking, and I know he came in to confront Mr. Hamilton on the day he went missing.” 
 
    “Confront him how?” 
 
    “He came into the bank in the late afternoon. I guess it was around four. As I said before, he’d been drinking, and it seemed he wasn’t thinking clearly. He demanded to see the boss, and when I told him that Mr. Hamilton wasn’t available, he pushed his way past me and stomped into his office. I’m sure he had a lot on his mind that needed to be said, and he said his piece and left. I never suspected that anything more would come of it, but now that it has been confirmed that Mr. Hamilton is dead and not just off on a fling, maybe…” 
 
    “Did Mr. Hamilton stay late on the day he disappeared?” 
 
    “He was still here when I left at five thirty. I’m pretty sure he was the last one here. I seem to remember hearing that someone driving by saw him walking toward his car just after sunset. Apparently, he never made it. Seems odd that he could just disappear that way with no one seeing anything.” 
 
    “Yes, it is odd, but the parking lot is somewhat isolated, and if all the other bank employees had already gone, I can see where someone who might have been lurking in the back alley could have kidnapped Mr. Hamilton before he made it to his car.” I glanced at the clock. “I need to go. I never did get around to asking you about these old checks. Can I still cash them?” 
 
    Martha took them from me and looked them over. “They are good for a year from the date they were issued. Do you want me to deposit them into your checking or savings account?” 
 
    “Checking would be great.” 
 
    “If you want to set up direct deposit for checks from this company in the future, I have a form you can fill out and bring it back later.” 
 
    I took the paper she offered me. “Thanks, Martha. You’ve been very helpful.” 
 
    As I left the bank, I stopped to consider the possible reasons that could turn out to be the motive for Wesley Hamilton’s death. The fact that he was taken from behind the bank made it seem to me that the killer would most likely be found among the dozens of men and women whose business he’d shut down or whose homes he’d foreclosed on. I supposed that Colt must have had a similar thought and was most likely all over the idea of a disgruntled customer, but perhaps I’d speak to him about Alton West specifically when we met for dinner. 
 
    And then there was Kendall Jared. I knew that she’d been engaged to Wesley Hamilton for a long time. At least a year. It had never occurred to me that there might be trouble in paradise, though. Could Kendall have known about Wesley’s infidelity, assuming that Martha’s assertion was correct and Wesley really had been fooling around? Of course, even if she did know and planned to act on her knowledge, she wouldn’t need to grab him from his place of employment; the couple lived together. If she wanted to kill her soon-to-be husband, all she needed to do was wait until he was home and off him there. Although they did live in the same house as Wesley’s mother, and big as it was, perhaps an abduction from the bank would have seemed to be the best way to go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was expecting to be nervous about the book signing, and I had been as I’d driven toward it, but once I arrived at the charming little bookstore, which had been built into the space previously occupied by a real firehouse, I found myself beginning to relax. Vanessa greeted me with a hug before directing me to the table where I could set up. I’d even been given an assistant, a very nice, grandmotherly type woman who would manage the line, should one form, and take care of purchases and the distribution of flyers for upcoming events. I’d been out of the game for a while now, and I wasn’t sure that readers even remembered who I was, so to say I was astonished when a line began to form before the advertised starting time even arrived would be putting it mildly. I wasn’t sure how many books Vanessa had ordered, but unless she’d had a lot more faith in my ability to draw a crowd than I did, I had a feeling we’d run out. Of course, there could be people who’d brought books they’d already purchased to be signed, so perhaps it would be all right.  
 
    “I’m so happy that you are back,” a woman in a red sweater said. “I’ve missed having new Abagail Sullivan books to look forward to and have been counting down the days until your new novel comes out next month. Will you be doing a book tour for The Death of Unmet Dreams?” 
 
    “I will be doing a very limited tour.” I handed the woman a flyer. “Here is a schedule of where I will be and when.” 
 
    The woman took the flyer. “I see that you will be here again. That’s wonderful because I live in the area.”  
 
    I handed her the book I’d just signed.  
 
    “I was sorry to hear about your family. I can’t imagine how difficult it must have been to lose both your husband and your son.” 
 
    There it was. The offer of sympathy I’d been expecting and preparing for. I offered a half smile and responded, “Thank you. I look forward to seeing you at the signing next month.”  
 
    I turned my attention to the next person in line, but I couldn’t help but see that the woman offered me a sympathetic glance before she moved on. One down and a whole lot more sympathetic glances to go.  
 
    The next woman stepped up, and the same basic conversation repeated itself. I lost track of how many offers of sympathy I’d been forced to shield my heart from, but after a while, it did get easier. The pain from offering a weak smile and a heartfelt thank-you lessened just a bit with each repetition. By the time the line, which at one point had wound along the counter and out the door, had lessened to a few last-minute drop-ins, I was feeling happy and hopeful.  
 
    Vanessa locked the door at six. There were still a few customers waiting to pay for books, but the signing was officially over, so I began to clean up my table. I’d brought bookmarks, pens, and book bags to hand out, the leftovers of which would need to be hauled back to my car for the next signing.  
 
    “Abagail?” A woman I didn’t recognize walked up to the table.  
 
    “Did you want a book signed?” I asked.  
 
    “No. I mean yes, of course.” She handed me a book she had brought with her. “I don’t know if you remember me, but we’ve met.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze as I tried to remember her. “I’m sorry. I’m having a hard time placing you. Do you live here in Holiday Bay?” 
 
    “No, San Francisco. I’m here on vacation and heard about this signing, so I stopped by to say hi. My name is Sarah Walker. I met your husband when he came by to ask me about the death of my brother, Steven.” 
 
    “Ben was friends with your brother?” 
 
    “No. Not friends. He visited me in an official capacity. You see, Steven was a cop who died in the line of duty fourteen years ago. For some reason, just before his own death, he was following up on the incident and came to my home to interview me. He saw one of your books on my coffee table and mentioned that Abagail Sullivan was his wife. I will admit to being just a bit star-struck, which I think he realized. A few months later, I ran into you and Ben as you were leaving Donovan’s Steak House and he introduced us.” 
 
    My eyes grew wider. “I do remember that. You were going to meet a friend, and we had just finished eating and were on our way out. I remember Ben saying that he’d interviewed you regarding the death of your brother, but I didn’t realize he had been a cop, or that he’d died in the line of duty. I don’t think Ben said as much.” 
 
    “He didn’t. He just said that he’d interviewed me and that I was a huge fan of yours. We shook hands and chatted for a few minutes, and that was that, but that quick conversation meant a lot to me. I just wanted you to know that I was sorry to hear about your husband. I’m sure you miss him very much, and I understand why you felt you needed to take some time off, but I am happy to see that you are back to writing books.” 
 
    The other customers had left, and Vanessa was ready to lock up. I knew I should thank the woman and wrap things up, but I found myself asking her how her brother had died. 
 
    “His throat was slit, and he was left in an alley to die. The case was never solved, and I’m not sure why Detective Sullivan was looking into it after so many years, but he said something about new evidence and wanting to verify some of the facts. He seemed confident that he might be able to track down Steven’s killer, and I felt a sense of hope for the first time in years. But now… Now I guess I’ll never know what it was that he thought he’d figured out.” 
 
    “I remember the case. Steven was Frank Ribaldie’s partner, back when Frank was a street cop before he worked narcotics.” 
 
    “That’s right. Do you know Frank?” 
 
    “Not really. He eventually transferred to homicide and worked with Ben before he was killed, so Ben talked about him from time to time. I do remember Ben mentioning that one of Frank’s old partners had been killed while on duty, but I’m not sure he ever mentioned the specifics.” Actually, that wasn’t technically true. Ben had never told me that one of Frank’s partners had been murdered, but I wanted to keep the woman talking, so I pretended he had.  
 
    “Steven was killed in broad daylight, but no one admitted to having seen or heard anything. I mean, how could that happen? Someone had to have seen something, but I suppose anyone who did was afraid to tell what they knew. There was an investigation at the time of Steven’s death, of course, but it never went anywhere. I imagine your husband must have come across the case somehow and thought there could have been more effort put into finding the killer, so he decided to take a second look.” 
 
    I remembered that not only was the cop who died on duty and should have been patrolling his area but that his body was found clear across the city in an alley where he had no business being. I glanced at the store around me. “Vanessa is ready to close up, and I have a dinner date. Will you still be in town tomorrow? I’d love to talk with you some more. Maybe we can meet for lunch.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    I gave Sarah directions to Velma’s Café, and then she was on her way. By the time I’d loaded my car, I was fifteen minutes late for dinner with Colt, so I sent him a text to let him know I had just started out. I wasn’t sure what to make of this meeting with Sarah. On the one hand, Colt had all but convinced me that it would be best to drop our research into the cold case files Ben had had in his possession when he died, but on the other, seemingly running into the sister of the victim of one of them felt more like predestination. Of course, we hadn’t exactly run in to each other, had we? She had intentionally come to the bookstore to speak to me when she’d learned I’d be there. And while I’d never found any notes indicating that Ben had concluded his research into the death of Sarah’s brother, it was possible he’d snooped around a bit, found nothing, and moved on. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late,” I said to Colt as I slipped into a chair across the table from where he was already sitting.  
 
    “No problem. You look nice this evening.” 
 
    “I do own clothes other than jeans and tennis shoes. I rarely wear them anymore, but I do own them.” 
 
    “You are beautiful, no matter what you are wearing.” 
 
    I actually blushed at that. 
 
    “How was the signing?” he continued. 
 
    “A lot more crowded than I’d anticipated. Vanessa had ordered more books than I would have suggested, but even with that generous amount, we sold out, and I had to begin signing bookmarks.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful.” 
 
    I placed my napkin on my lap. “It felt good to be back in the saddle, so to speak. I didn’t think I’d missed the public appearances that come with being an author, but I wound up having a really good time. I think going through this trial run will help me not to be quite as nervous as I’ve been about my upcoming book tour.” 
 
    “And when is that?” 
 
    “I’ll be gone for a week in November. I let my publicist know I wasn’t up for an extended tour, and she agreed that a few stops on the East Coast would be fine.” 
 
    We paused our conversation when the waiter came by to take my drink order.  
 
    “Something interesting happened after the signing was over,” I said once my wine had been delivered. 
 
    “Oh? And what was that?” 
 
    I filled Colt in on my conversation with Sarah Walker. I could see that he was less-than-thrilled that my curiosity regarding Frank Ribaldie and what he might have been—or possibly might still be up to had been reignited.  
 
    “Just because Ben found the case interesting and did a little research on his own, doesn’t mean he found anything,” Colt pointed out. 
 
    “I had that same thought myself. For all I know, Ben found enough to satisfy whatever spark of curiosity caused him to investigate in the first place. It just seems to me that Frank’s name keeps coming up. I feel like the universe is putting all these little nudges in my path for a reason.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Nothing really. I’m having lunch with Sarah tomorrow. I’ll probably just talk to her to see what she has to say. Once I do that, I guess I can look at the entire situation and decide if any sort of action on my part is warranted.” 
 
    “Please promise you’ll speak to me before you do anything. I’m not saying that there will be a problem even if you do decide to snoop around a bit, but I think we both know that looking into the files Ben was holding when he died could very well be opening a can of worms. If, after speaking to this woman, we decide that taking a closer look at the death of her brother is warranted, it is probably best if I take the lead. If this cop was set up to die, and then his murder was covered up, we are talking about messing with someone who has the power to make your life and the life of anyone close to you pretty miserable.” 
 
    “Yeah, I realize that, and I don’t want to create any problems if I can avoid it. I’ve worked hard to build a new life here in Maine, and I don’t want to bring any of the drama that may still exist in California here. The Internal Affairs case that involved Ben has been closed, and everything in San Francisco seems to have returned to the status quo. Trust me when I say that I don’t want to do anything that will rock the boat. It’s just that when that woman came up to me and told me about her interview with Ben, I had this overwhelming need to dig just a tiny bit deeper. All that is happening right now is that we are having lunch. If anything comes out of that lunch that causes me to reconsider my decision to let sleeping dogs lie, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Colt placed his hand over mine across the table. “That’s all I can ask.” 
 
    The waiter came by to take our orders and drop off a basket of chips and a dish of salsa. We chose our meals, and then I asked Colt about the Wesley Hamilton case, which had been complicated by the remains that had been found beneath him.   
 
    “We still don’t know who the other remains belonged to,” Colt answered. “I’ve gone back to search through missing persons reports for the entire state of Maine, but nothing has popped. We’re trying to find dental records that match, but so far, we’ve had no luck. The medical examiner is going to take a closer look at the skeleton to determine an approximate date of death if he can. Given the fact that the remains are completely decomposed, I don’t think we are looking for anyone who went missing all that recently, although the body was buried directly in the ground, so the rate of decomposition would have been accelerated.” 
 
    I felt my stomach rumble when the waiter returned with our salads. I realized I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. No wonder I was hungry. Identifying the second body in the grave was going to be a lot harder if the person who had ended up bunking with Wesley Hamilton had been a visitor who’d just been passing through. 
 
    “How long has the Hamilton family plot existed?” I wondered. 
 
    “Originally, the little cemetery was a private one located on land owned by the Hamiltons. The oldest gravestone is that of Theodore Hamilton, who died in 1922. I believe he was Jasper Hamilton’s grandfather. The Hamilton house that stands now was built by Theodore’s son, Havilland Hamilton, back in the 1930s. He was Jasper’s father. The bank Jasper established, and the house Havilland built, were handed down to Wesley when Jasper died. According to the information I’ve been able to dig up, Jasper, who was very civic-minded, donated the land surrounding the family cemetery to the town for use as a public one and only kept that corner of the land for private use.” 
 
    “So theoretically, Wesley’s little piece of the family plot would have been assigned to him by his father?” 
 
    “I suppose that is how it worked, but I’m not sure. Patrice would know, I’m sure, when and how the specific burial site was assigned to Wesley.” 
 
    I wondered if there had been any Hamiltons who hadn’t wanted to be buried in the family plot and had forfeited their spot, but I didn’t suppose the answer to that question would help us figure out who the unknown body in Wesley’s grave had been or who had killed either of the occupants we’d found. 
 
    “I stopped at the bank on my way to the signing,” I informed Colt. “Martha had heard that Wesley’s body was found and she supplied me with two interesting pieces of information. Three if you count the pool.” 
 
    “Pool?” 
 
    “It seems the bank employees had a pool going on what had happened to Wesley. He wasn’t at all popular with his employees or his customers. Anyway, Martha mentioned that initially, her money was on a fling. According to her, she saw Wesley locking lips with a woman who was not his fiancée.” 
 
    Colt leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, I’ve been told that as well. There are those who think that Wesley’s copious love life makes Kendell a suspect, and others who say that she was in it for the money all along and really didn’t care what Wesley did in his free time.” 
 
    “Martha said something similar. She also told me that Wesley argued with Alton West on the day he disappeared. It seems the bank foreclosed on West’s home when he got behind on his mortgage payments while his wife was in the hospital.” 
 
    “I spoke to Alton today. He was on my list of town residents who’d gone through a home or business foreclosure since Wesley took over the bank. He freely admitted that he hated Wesley for kicking him when he was already at his lowest and that he had shown up at the bank after an afternoon of drinking and verbally unloaded on the guy. He told me that he left before the bank closed, went home, and passed out. Unfortunately, I’ve been unable to verify that because he lives alone since his wife’s death. I’ve left him on the suspect list for now, though personally, I don’t think he’s a murderer. If the killer turns out to be someone Wesley foreclosed on, it will probably be a person who hadn’t had the chance to express to Wesley just how unhappy they were in person.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense. How many people do you still have on your suspect list?” 
 
    “I have it down to five. I started with more than two dozen, so five seems manageable now. Three of the five I’ve spoken to have a motive but no alibi, and two who I haven’t managed to track down yet.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to Kendall?” I asked. 
 
    “I have. If she really was in it for the money, she is playing the part of the shattered fiancée really well. Of course, that doesn’t mean that she couldn’t really be in mourning. With Wesley’s death, her opportunity to get her hands on the Hamilton fortune is gone.” 
 
    “I guess Patrice must inherit everything that Wesley inherited from his father. He was an only child.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a look at the terms of Wesley’s will yet, so I’m not sure whether his premature death was dealt with in his father’s will, but I suspect that Patrice has control of the entire Hamilton fortune now, unless the money went to someone with Hamilton blood, like an uncle or cousin. I should track down the will to see who does inherit his estate. Money is the second-best motive for murder after love and jealousy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Georgia was already over at the inn when I awoke the next morning, so I decided to take Ramos and Molly for a quick walk along the bluff before joining her for breakfast. I had my lunch date with Sarah Walker today, so I would eat lightly. Normally, I would just grab a muffin to eat at my desk, but I was curious about any progress Dixie had made in looking for her sisters. When I’d first heard Dixie’s story, I’d been surprised that she hadn’t remembered that she had sisters, but when I thought about it, there was very little that I remembered now from when I was four. Most of the memories I did have of that time, if I really stopped to consider, were memories that had probably been instilled in my mind when someone told me a story or showed me a photo, creating an image that stayed with me.  
 
    When I arrived in the dining room, I found Dixie and her daughter sitting with Gaylord, Jeremy, and Annabelle. They were chatting and appeared to be having a good time. Georgia, who was standing near the group with a coffeepot in her hand, seemed to be involved in the conversation as well. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked as I took a seat next to Gaylord. 
 
    “We just saw Ryan off for his job interview,” Dixie informed me.  
 
    “I remember Georgia mentioning a guest who was here for a job interview, but I’m afraid I never asked for the specifics.”  
 
    Georgia walked over to the sideboard, got us each a coffee cup, and then sat down next to me. “He is here to interview for a job at the Bank of Holiday Bay. He has already been through two internet interviews and was asked to come to town for a face-to-face. He was pretty nervous, so we all cheered him on.” 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee. “What sort of job is he applying for?” 
 
    “Bank president,” Jeremy said.  
 
    I frowned. “I thought Wesley was acting president before his death.” 
 
    “Apparently, according to Ryan, the board of trustees was unhappy with the job Wesley had been doing, so they’d advertised the position to see who might apply,” Georgia informed me. “Ryan said the application and interview process began almost two months ago, well before Wesley went missing, so it would seem the board had the power to oversee such things no matter who might be in charge.” 
 
    I remembered hearing rumors about the board wanting to replace Wesley. I just hadn’t known they were true. 
 
    “Ryan told me that the board planned to fire the current president as soon as a new president was hired,” Gaylord added. “It seems the bank has been losing customers in droves since the son of the founder took over.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Georgia said. “Everyone I’d spoken to about it was unhappy with his policy changes.” 
 
    Okay, this bit of news seemed important. I wasn’t sure how the board’s decision to fire Wesley could have contributed to his death, but I supposed it was something that was worth looking in to.  
 
    “Dixie has news too,” Annabelle said during a brief pause in the conversation.  
 
    The withdrawn little girl I’d met yesterday seemed to have morphed into a happy, animated child this morning. I was glad to see that both Annabelle and her uncle were settling in. Perhaps I’d talk to Georgia later about my idea of approaching Jeremy with a job offer. She was the one who ran the inn, so whoever we hired to fill in for her when she needed time off and to help her with the yardwork and heavy chores would need to be someone she was comfortable with.  
 
    “Oh? And what is Dixie’s news?” I asked. 
 
    “Mom may have a lead on one of her sisters,” Holly provided. 
 
    I smiled. “That’s wonderful. Which one?” 
 
    “Lily,” Dixie answered. “Nothing is certain yet, but one of the dozen people I spoke to yesterday told me that she used to work with a woman named Lily who was the right age to be the youngest of my sisters. Her name is Lily Howard, and she lives about twenty minutes north of here. Now, I know there are a lot of women in the world named Lily, and I have no way of knowing the last name of the couple who adopted her, but Lily Howard was raised right here in Holiday Bay, and according to the woman I spoke to, Lily looks so much like me that we could be twins.” 
 
    “That does sound promising,” I said encouragingly. “Who was it who gave you the information?” 
 
    “Her name is Gilda. She runs a diner in town. We went to speak to her after we talked to the postmistress, who didn’t remember who’d mailed the package containing the journal but was sympathetic and suggested we do so.” 
 
    “Gilda has been around a long time, and she knows a lot of people. She was a good person to talk to. Have you spoken to this Lily yet?” I asked.  
 
    Dixie nodded. “Briefly. I called and told her my name and that I was in town looking for my family. I told her that Gilda thought she might be able to help me and asked if she would be willing to have coffee with me. She checked with Gilda, who must have vouched for me because Lily called me back and said she would be willing to meet me. I didn’t tell her about the journal or the fact that she might be my sister. I figured that was a conversation we should have in person. Holly and I are driving north later this morning.” 
 
    “I hope it works out for you.” I smiled. “Finding any of the three girls seemed like such a long shot when you first explained why you were here, but with enough time you might be able to pull it off, but to find one of the three after only one day’s search would be truly miraculous.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to get too excited,” Dixie said. “This Lily may turn out not to be my Lily, and even if she is my sister, she might not be thrilled that I’ve shown up in her life after all these years.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she be happy to meet you?” Annabelle asked. “If I had a sister, I would be so happy. We could share secrets and hang out all the time. Being an only child sucks.” 
 
    “We aren’t sure that Lily knows she was adopted,” Holly explained. “If Lily Howard does turn out to be our Lily and she hadn’t previously known about the adoption, it could be a pretty big piece of news to swallow.” 
 
    After a bit of back and forth about whether they thought Lily would be happy to be found by a long lost sister or totally freaked out by the whole thing, Jeremy shared with them that his search for a job that would allow him to live in the area hadn’t materialized yet, but he was just getting started and was by no means ready to give up. Gaylord announced that he was heading out on an overnight trip to the University of Maine in Orono. He would return by dinner the following evening, but if he was held up for some reason, he would be sure to call Georgia so she wouldn’t worry. Georgia was much younger than most of our guests, but the way she fussed over everyone made it feel as if she was some sort of den mother.  
 
    After everyone went their separate ways, Georgia headed to the kitchen to see to the daily baking, and I went back to the cottage to call Colt. I wondered if he knew that the bank’s board of trustees had actually advertised to fill Wesley’s job long before he went missing. I had to wonder if Wesley had known what the board was up to. I supposed that if the trustees had simply been putting out feelers for a new bank president, they might have hidden their activities from the man who currently ran the bank. No reason to make him mad while he still held a position of power. If he felt his birthright was being threatened by the men and women his father had recruited to help oversee the bank, might he have been the one to take retaliatory action of some type? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although lunch with Sarah Walker had been my idea, by the time the event actually rolled around, I found I was regretting that invitation. Not that Sarah wasn’t a perfectly lovely person who I would otherwise enjoy getting to know, but after having had a chance to sleep on things, I’d realized that the last thing I wanted to do was to get caught up in whatever might be going on in San Francisco. I considered canceling, but that would mean not only disappointing Sarah but would probably be something I would regret doing in the long run. 
 
    “Thank you so much for meeting me,” I said to the cheerful woman after I’d parked along the street, plastered a smile on my face, and walked into the diner with a gait I hoped indicated confidence. 
 
    “Oh no, thank you,” she beamed, as the waitress, who was new and introduced herself as Kim, brought us each a glass of water and a menu. “I’ve loved your writing for so long, I can’t begin to tell you how excited I am to have the chance to get to know you.”  
 
    I waved at Velma, who was busy in the kitchen, then indicated to the waitress that we’d need a few minutes with the menu before ordering. “I’m happy for the chance to know you as well. I didn’t expect to run into anyone from my old life in San Francisco at the signing.” 
 
    “It really was kismet that you just happened to be having a signing during the same few days I was in town.” 
 
    “Yes, it was very fortunate.” It was at this point I considered steering the conversation toward my writing and the new manuscript I was working on and leaving it there for the duration of our meal. Perhaps leaving the topic of Ben’s investigation into Steven’s death buried along with both men really was the best alternative. Even if there was more to Steven’s death than had been revealed in the press, discovering why Ben had chosen to take a second look at the case wasn’t going to bring either man back. Besides, it wasn’t as if I had the skill or the access to information I’d need to prove what had really happened to Steven anyway. 
 
    Of course, when Sarah jumped in only seconds after Kim came back to take our order, I was left with little choice but to go with the topic she’d chosen. “When your husband came to my home to talk about Steven, I felt as if the fates had finally smiled down on me. He was such a kind, compassionate person. Not only did he seem to really care about getting to the truth of what had happened the day Steven died, but he was also concerned about how Steven’s death had affected me and the other people in his life. Losing Steven was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to endure, and then when the same men and women who’d called him brother closed his murder case before they even had a chance to scrape the surface, I felt a darkness that I’m surprised I was able to work myself out of. I just couldn’t understand how the SFPD could lose one of their own and then give up on finding his killer as easily as they did.” 
 
    “That does seem odd,” I admitted. “Steven was partnered with Frank Ribaldie at the time of his death?” 
 
    “By the time of Steven’s death, Frank had moved on to narcotics, but he and Steven had been partners up to that point. Steven’s new partner was a man named Kurt Kloss. They’d only been working together for a few months.” 
 
    “I remember reading that Steven’s body was found in an alley on the other side of the city from the beat he was assigned to. Do you happen to know if that discrepancy was ever resolved?” 
 
    Sarah shook her head. “No. That was one of the things Ben was looking in to. He told me that there was a kidnapping on the day Steven died. All available units had been dispatched to the area where the kidnapping occurred. According to the statement Kurt made at the time, they had split up to cover more ground. The way it looked was that while Kurt was going door-to-door, looking for anyone who had seen anything regarding the kidnapped child, Steven, who was the one driving that day, took the car and headed across town where he ended up dead in the alley. I can’t imagine why Steven would leave his partner behind without even telling him where he was going. I’ve gone over the situation again and again in my head, and it simply makes no sense.” 
 
    “Did Ben say whether he had developed a theory about why Steven might have done it?” 
 
    “Not that he mentioned to me,” Sarah answered. “I’ve gone over the facts in my head hundreds of times since he and I spoke, but I can’t understand any of it.” 
 
    I realized that the main reason I was interested in this case was because I believed that Frank Ribaldie had been partnered with Steven at the time of his death, but if he’d already transferred to narcotics, it seemed that the fact that his name had come up in association with the death of the police officer in the alley was probably a random fact without any real meaning. Sarah didn’t seem to know anything more about the case than I already did, so I decided to change the subject. I was about to ask about her visit to Maine when it occurred to me that the movement of the car Steven had been driving had most likely been tracked. I made a mental note to ask Colt about that. I wondered if Steven had made a direct trip from the scene of the kidnapping, where he was supposed to be canvassing the neighbors, to the alley where he’d died, or if he had stopped off somewhere along the way. 
 
    “You know,” Sarah said before I had the chance to offer an alternate topic, “Detective Sullivan did say something that stuck in my mind. I’m not sure it is relevant—he was, after all, at my home to interview me, not to share his own thoughts and feelings, but he did ask about another incident that had occurred earlier in the year.” 
 
    “And what incident was that?” I asked as Kim set our plates in front of us. 
 
    “It was back when Steven was still partnered with Frank. They’d responded to a domestic disturbance call that resulted in the deaths of two men, both of them high-ranking gang members. Frank, who had gone around to the back of the house while Steven prepared to enter from the front, admitted to shooting the two men, who he’d run into out by the pool, but he claimed that he had done so in self-defense. Steven hadn’t seen what happened because he was on the other side of the house at the time, but he did say that he’d only heard two shots. The two shots Frank fired resulted in the deaths of the two gang members. He told the investigators that the men had drawn their guns, and the SFPD verified that unfired guns were found near their bodies, but Detective Sullivan thought it was odd that Frank was able to kill both men before either was able to get off a shot.” 
 
    “Yes, that does seem questionable.”  
 
    “Add that to the fact that the victims were both wearing swim attire, and the whole thing seems even hinkier. The incident was a hot topic in the news, and Steven backed up his partner to the end, but I could see that he was bothered by whatever had happened that night. Detective Sullivan wondered if Steven had ever discussed the specifics with me, but he hadn’t. I told him as much, and while it might not be connected with Steven’s death, I can’t help wondering if something occurred that night that no one other than Frank and Steven knew about.” 
 
    “If things had happened differently from what Frank claimed they had, and Steven knew the truth, do you think he would have lied for him?” 
 
    Sarah scrunched up her face. “I don’t know. Maybe. Steven was a good guy, but he was a loyal guy too. I guess that if push came to shove, Steven might have covered for Frank even if he lied about the gang members being the first to pull their weapons.” 
 
    The IA investigation involving Ben, Frank, and two others had had something to do with accepting bribes in exchange for looking the other way when it came to illegal activities by high-ranking gang members. In this case, two high-ranking gang members had died, and Frank had told investigators that they had guns drawn on him. Given the fact that he got two shots off while neither of the gang members had gotten off a single shot made this scenario unlikely to be true. This, I decided, was something it would be worthwhile to bring to Colt’s attention. 
 
    I chatted with Sarah about other things as we finished our meal. I wanted her to leave our lunch with the same enthusiastic vigor she had brought to the diner. She was, after all, here on vacation, and I didn’t want to dispel the joy she seemed to be deriving from her experiences in my neck of the woods. She asked me to let her know if I decided to hold any book signings or author events on the West Coast, and I promised to do so. I paid for lunch, we said our goodbyes, and I headed down the street toward Colt’s office. It was a lovely fall day, perfect for walking the two blocks between Velma’s Café and the police station. I’d been so busy at the inn that I hadn’t taken the time to enjoy the Halloween décor the town was displaying. When I’d first moved to Holiday Bay, I wasn’t sure I’d enjoy the holiday themes as they played out in the extreme every month of the year, but as I strolled along the main thoroughfare with the orange lights in the trees, ghosts and skeletons hanging from doorways, and window displays too amazing to describe, I felt a warmth and connection I hadn’t experienced while living in California. The town would be hosting special events during the entire month of October, and I planned to attend as many of them as I could find the time for between the ones we’d be hosting at the inn and my fairly demanding writing schedule. 
 
    Thankfully, Colt was in when I arrived. I wished he wasn’t busy because that would have made me feel better about taking up his time, but the truth of the matter was, he looked swamped. His desk was piled so high with stacks of notes, file folders, and photos, that I could barely see him on the other side once I sat down across from him. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve collected a lot of data.” 
 
    Colt drew his lips in tight. “Wesley Hamilton was a high-profile guy, making his murder case high profile too. I’ve been working almost around the clock trying to get a solid lead, but so far every time I think I’m on to something, it turns out that I’m not.” 
 
    “How are you doing on the five suspects we discussed yesterday?” 
 
    “I’ve managed to clear three of the five, but I’ve added six more. Hamilton was last seen in the bank’s parking lot walking toward his car, but I have no way of knowing if he was kidnapped and killed immediately or if he went somewhere willingly and was killed later.” 
 
    “Was his car still in the lot?” 
 
    “It was. And that seems to indicate that his captor grabbed him as he was walking toward it, or perhaps just after he entered it. I  had one witness who was driving past and saw Wesley standing on the side of the road at the back of the lot where his car was parked talking to someone through the window of another vehicle. I suppose it is possible that he might have willingly left with whoever that was for some reason, although it doesn’t explain why he just left his car in the lot.” 
 
    “It sounds like he was probably forced to leave with whoever he was speaking to. Do you have a description of the car?” 
 
    “Dark. Either black or dark blue. Four door. The witness didn’t note the make, model, or license number because, as she pointed out, she didn’t have any reason to think there was anything odd about the exchange at the time. I showed her photos of car models, and she thinks it might have been a Ford, or possibly a Toyota but she still isn’t sure. So far, I haven’t found anyone else who will admit to having seen Wesley in the parking lot, but I’m going to keep looking. In the meantime, I am going through financial and phone records, and the statements of those individuals I’ve identified as being the most hurt by Wesley’s new policies regarding late payments.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and crossed my legs. “Other than Kendall, have you identified anyone from his personal life you consider to be a suspect?” 
 
    “Just one. Ashton Fitzgerald. Ashton was Wesley’s best friend all through childhood and beyond. Ashton moved to Boston about three years ago, but I seem to remember that the two of them had a falling out that was what prompted the move in the first place. I don’t have any evidence that Ashton killed Wesley or that he was even in town at the time of Wesley’s death, but it did occur to me to inquire about the reason for the disagreement after so many years of their being tighter than most brothers.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve managed to get yourself a complicated case. If you need to build theory with someone, or you just need someone to talk to, feel free to give me a call.”  
 
    “I will. And thank you. How’d your lunch go?” 
 
    I filled Colt in on everything Sarah had told me, adding a few of my own insights and thoughts along the way. “It occurred to me while I was speaking to Sarah that the supposed domestic disturbance call could actually have been Frank providing an excuse to show up at the home of two of the high-ranking gang members he’d been taking bribes from. Maybe they decided they no longer wanted to pay those bribes, or maybe some other agreement between them and Frank went south, so he shot them. Steven was put in the uncomfortable position of either having to rat out his partner or cover for him, and he went with the latter. At least for a while. But what if after a time the secret Steven shared with Frank got to be too much for him? I doubt that Steven saw Frank much after he moved over to narcotics; maybe the separation allowed him to think about things. What if Steven told Frank that he wouldn’t keep his secret any longer?” 
 
    “So Frank killed him, or more likely had him killed.” 
 
    “Exactly. I’m not sure why he chose to have Steven killed while he was on duty. Maybe Steven planned to tell what he knew later that same day, so there was a sense of urgency involved, or maybe Frank wanted to be sure that Steven died when he had an alibi. Naturally, I can’t know what happened yet, but this story I’ve come up with makes sense. Maybe Ben figured it all out when he decided to look into the case. He might even have found the proof he needed but died before he had a chance to tell anyone.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you think Ben’s accident was intentional?” 
 
    Was I? “No. I don’t think Ben’s death was anything more than an accident. According to witness statements, it seemed pretty random. But that doesn’t mean that he wasn’t starting to put the pieces together regarding Frank Ribaldie. Ben hadn’t worked with him long, but it was long enough to form an impression. Perhaps that impression was one of a man who swore to uphold the law but acted outside of it.”  
 
    “Okay. I guess everything you’ve said makes sense, but what do we do with this information? Internal Affairs has already looked into allegations that Frank and the others had been taking bribes and they were all cleared. I doubt it will do you any good to continue down that particular road. If you are going to try to prove that Frank killed Steven, you are going to need a lot more than a theory.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Colt seemed to be thinking things through. Eventually, he spoke again. “I know it seems as if fate had a hand in bringing Sarah Walker into your life. And maybe it has, but that doesn’t mean that it is a good idea to act on what you’ve learned. If something is going on—and I wouldn’t be surprised if that was true—there are powerful forces at play. If Ribaldie shot and killed two high-ranking gang members and more or less got away with it, he may have had his ex-partner killed, but if that is what happened, it seems he got away with that as well, which indicates to me that he has powerful allies.” 
 
    “Like who?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but Frank underwent an IA investigation that seemed to have been shut down before it even got off the ground. If he actually is guilty of something, that fact alone speaks to me of the involvement of someone high up the food chain. You are not a cop, nor do you even live in San Francisco any longer. It is not your responsibility to try to figure out what happened, nor do you have the resources to do so even if you feel you should. And most importantly in my opinion, even if you did manage to figure out exactly what happened and prove it, there is a very good possibility you would be putting your life and perhaps the lives of those you care about at risk.” 
 
    “So I should do nothing? I should just sit on what I know?” 
 
    Colt blew out a breath and then ran a hand through his hair. “No. I’m not saying that exactly. Honestly, I don’t know what I’m saying.”  
 
    “I’m not looking for trouble, but if Ben was concerned enough to look into this, maybe it is my responsibility as his widow to finish what he started.” 
 
    “Ben was a cop. You aren’t. If Ben could tell you how he felt about things, I promise you, he would tell you to leave it alone.” 
 
    I was sure Colt was right. That was what he would say. 
 
    “How about this?” Colt suggested. “I have a buddy in the FBI. If you remember, he has helped me out in the past. I trust him, and he can be discreet. How about I ask him to quietly look into things and then, based on what he finds or fails to find, we can decide on a plan of action from there?” 
 
    What he said sounded reasonable. It wasn’t that I was looking for some big adventure. I certainly had enough to do right here in Maine without worrying about what had happened years ago in San Francisco. Still, right was right, and if Frank was a dirty cop, someone needed to do what it took to prove it.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We’ll do it your way. For now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I arrived back at the inn, I found the drive occupied by a huge truck carrying hundreds of pumpkins. The idea was to set them out on the lawn to create a faux pumpkin patch. I was pretty sure that Georgia had said the pumpkins weren’t supposed to get here until Friday, but I was equally certain that once they were here, she wasn’t going to send them away. I parked my car and headed toward the truck, where I found Georgia chatting with the driver. 
 
    “The pumpkins are early.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I answered my inn manager. “I don’t suppose it will hurt to have them sitting on the lawn for a couple of extra days.” 
 
    “It won’t, but there are a lot of pumpkins to unload. I’d hoped to have helpers lined up for the delivery, but now it looks like it is just me.” 
 
    I glanced toward the inn. “Maybe we can persuade a few of the guests to help out. Is anyone around?” 
 
    “Jeremy and Annabelle are here, and I imagine that Dixie and Holly will be back shortly.” 
 
    “Okay, then, let’s set out some cider and snacks and make an event of setting up the pumpkin patch. I’m sure at the very least Annabelle will want to help out. I’ll change into work clothes, and then call Nikki and Tanner and Lonnie and Lacy to see if they are free. I might even call Colt, although I was just in his office and he’s pretty busy, so I doubt he’d be able to get here anytime soon.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Georgia said. “We can have a harvest party in reverse. Instead of harvesting the pumpkins from the pumpkin patch, we’ll ‘plant’ them in our makeshift one. I’ll grab some beer and wine to go with the cider, and I have plenty of appetizers in the freezer that I can heat up and set out.” 
 
    In the spirit of turning problems into blessings, the impromptu reverse harvest party turned into a fun-filled afternoon that everyone seemed to enjoy. Jeremy and Annabelle joined in right away, and Dixie and Holly joined us when they came back to the inn at the end of the day. Lonnie and Lacy and their six children showed up just after Nikki and Tanner, and Colt and Velma even made it out to the inn after the work was over, which was a great way to time it.  
 
    It was a lovely evening, so Lonnie started the grills while Georgia made a last-minute change to the evening menu. Lacy, Velma, and I helped her with the sides while Colt and Tanner drank beer and prepared the meat. Dixie, Holly, and Annabelle took charge of Lonnie and Lacy’s six children, creating a maze type game, winding through the pumpkin patch, while Lonnie and Jeremy hung overhead lights to brighten the area.  
 
    I stood on the edge of the patio observing the festivities. The sun had begun to set, and the sound of the waves crashing could be heard in the background. It did my heart good to be part of a family of friends and guests who worked to accomplish a common goal while the children laughed and played. When I lived in San Francisco, it had never occurred to me that there might be a way of life or a place on the planet that might be a better fit for me than the one that had always been my home, but now that I was here in this cozy little community, I felt a sense of belonging much stronger than any familial connection I had experienced in the past. I found myself wishing that Ben and Jonathan had been able to live here with me. I suspect that Jonathan would have loved the wide, open space and room to run, though Ben would probably have hated the isolation.  
 
    “The yard looks great,” Lacy said as she walked out from the kitchen and came to stand next to me. 
 
    “It really does. I can’t believe we were able to get all those pumpkins set out in just a couple of hours.” 
 
    “It helps to have friends.” 
 
    “Be sure to let your six each pick out one to take with them. It seems fitting that the Parker children are the first to harvest a pumpkin from our patch.” 
 
    Lacy smiled. “I’ll be sure to do that. The lights Lonnie hung have the yard lit up to the point where searching for the best one won’t be a problem.” Lacy glanced to where Rufus was stalking one of the smaller pumpkins. “It looks like the kids won’t be the only ones hunting pumpkins this evening.” 
 
    “Rufus has been fascinated with the decorations. I’ve had to watch him to make sure he doesn’t pull down all the garlands or attack and kill the skeletons we’ve hung. Ramos and Molly seemed somewhat interested at first, but after an introductory sniff, they’ve mostly left the decorations alone. Rufus, however, seems intent on hunting down and destroying every item Georgia has set out.”  
 
    “You may want to close him up in the cottage during the weekend events. I’d hate for something to happen to him. A curious cat has the potential to track down trouble if there is any to find.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “We have the pumpkin patch, pumpkin carving, face painting, and a scarecrow decorating contest for the young and young at heart, and wine and music on the lawn for the adults. Although,” I smiled, “I guess you know that because Lonnie’s band is the one playing.” I looked toward the clear sky. “I hope the weather holds. I feel like it has been all over the map this month. One minute it is bright and sunny and the next it is raining and windy. The temperatures vary to the point of being hot one day and cold the next. It really has been crazy weather.” 
 
    Lacy laughed. “Welcome to autumn in Maine.” 
 
    I took in a deep breath of the sea air. “I love it here. The trees are breathtaking, and even with the crazy ups and downs, the weather somehow feels just right. I never celebrated Halloween when I lived in California. Not that the state as a whole doesn’t celebrate—my friends and neighbors certainly did—but I was always busy with other things and not really into it. This year, I’m into the whole package. The pumpkins, the scarecrows, the costumes, the candy, even the spooky movies. I’m even planning to attend the Halloween Ball in town.” 
 
    “You’ll enjoy it. Lonnie and I go every year. You’ll need a costume, though.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can come up with something. I thought I might purchase some extra tickets to have on hand in case some of our guests want to attend. I figure it will be the little touches like that that will stick in people’s minds and hopefully will convince the ones who stay with us to return year after year.” 
 
    “I’d return to this inn year after year,” Lacy said. “If I didn’t live here, and if I could afford to stay here.” 
 
    “You can stay here as my guests whenever I have an opening. Maybe you can get your parents to watch the kids for a couple of nights and have a romantic getaway.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “I know we are booked weekends in October, although we do have some weekday openings. Beyond that, you’ll need to check with Georgia. Really, any time you and Lonnie feel the need for a night or two away, if we have a room, it’s yours. I can never thank the two of you enough for doing everything you have to make this dream a reality.” 
 
    “It’s us who should be thanking you for keeping Lonnie employed all winter, but I’ll definitely take you up on the offer of a room. Maybe after the new year, when things settle down a bit.” 
 
    “Just let me know, and I’ll have Georgia book it. We’re mostly full on the weekends through December, but I have a feeling the winter months may be slow until we build a reputation.” 
 
    “The town as a whole tends to empty out in January. Maybe the winter months will be a good time to try some special events not associated with specific holidays.” 
 
    “At this point, I just want to get through December and then stop for a moment to take a breath and evaluate how our first holiday season went. When Georgia and I came up with the idea of offering all these theme weekends, I’m not sure we really understood how much extra work they would be.” 
 
    “It is a lot of work, but the weekends will help the inn stand out. People in town are already talking about the impact the inn will have on Holiday Bay as a whole. You’re doing a good thing. The secret will be to charge enough so you can hire the extra help you need; otherwise, you and Georgia will run yourselves ragged.” Lacy paused and looked around. “I noticed that your guests seem to feel right at home.” 
 
    “We have a wonderful group right now. Have you met them?” 
 
    “I met the woman and her daughter who are looking for long-lost family members. Her story is heartbreaking. I can’t imagine being in a situation where I was forced to give up my children.” 
 
    “It is a sad story.” 
 
    “And confusing too. I can’t help but wonder why she didn’t try to place them all together, although I suppose finding an adoptive home for four children aged four and under together would be difficult.” Lacy waved at her daughter, Mary, who was standing in the middle of the lawn holding a small pumpkin. “I should go corral my own clan. I’ll have the kids choose pumpkins and then ask Lonnie to put them in the car so we don’t forget them.” 
 
    After Lacy walked away, I headed to where Velma was chatting with Tanner. I’d been by the diner a few times in the past couple of weeks, but she’d been busy, so I hadn’t had the opportunity to talk with her. Velma was one of the first people I’d met after moving to Holiday Bay. She was the person responsible for getting Georgia and me together, and the one who probably had the most influence on my decision to make a place in my life for Rufus. I owed her a lot.  
 
    “I’m so glad you could make it.” I hugged the woman. “Both of you,” I added, including Tanner.  
 
    “Tanner here was just telling me about an encounter he had with Donny Sinclair’s unusual tenant.” 
 
    I glanced at Tanner. “I’m afraid I don’t know Donny Sinclair.” 
 
    “He’s an old sea captain who lost his boat in a poker game, so now he works down at the marina from April through October,” Tanner explained. “I guess he figured he’d need some income over the winter, so he rented out the extra bedrooms in his home. He knows two of the three men who rented rooms from him from his days on the water, but the third tenant is new to the area.” 
 
    “And he’s odd in some way?” 
 
    Tanner nodded. “I’m not one to judge, and I know that everyone has their own set of circumstances that contribute to their behavior. I don’t know the man, so I can’t speak to his personal history. What I can say is that he makes many of the people he encounters uncomfortable. 
 
    “Uncomfortable how?” 
 
    “For one thing, he doesn’t seem to understand the concept of personal space. I was at the hardware store earlier today, trying to decide which size nails I needed, and this guy walked up behind me and started running his hand through my hair. I was so startled, I jumped back and almost fall on my backside in the process. I whirled around and asked him what in the heck he was doing. He looked down at his hand. Pinched between his thumb and forefinger, he held a tiny shard of wood. He looked at it and then looked at me and made a comment about finding it in my hair. I explained that I’d been repairing dog kennels and hadn’t stopped to clean up when I realized I’d run out of the nails I’d need to finish the job, which was why I was in the hardware store. He said something about dirty boys and sinful ways and then walked away with a look that clearly communicated his total disgust at my decision to come into town with sawdust in my hair.” 
 
    “Wow. I see what you mean by odd.” 
 
    “The really odd thing,” Velma said, jumping in, “is that he is not at all clean himself. He came into the diner a while back and was so filthy-looking that I found myself suggesting that perhaps he’d be more comfortable dining on the patio, even though it was a cold and overcast day. I’m not sure what I would have done if he hadn’t agreed to my suggestion, and initially, it looked as if he might refuse, but then he noticed the pile of dirty dishes I had just stacked on my bus cart, made a face, and said that perhaps it would be best to eat outdoors, where it was cleaner. Well, that didn’t work out well either because he made me wipe down every surface on the patio before he would be seated. Every surface,” Velma emphasized. “Not just the table at which he chose to sit. It took me a good fifteen minutes to do it, and I had other customers waiting for their food, but I didn’t feel like I could refuse because I was the one who suggested he eat outside in the first place.” 
 
    “After I got over the shock of having this guy I didn’t know pick wood out of my hair, I actually felt sorry for the guy,” Tanner added. “I’m not sure if he has some sort of brain damage or if he is just emotionally damaged, but I can’t imagine it’s easy to walk in his shoes. The world is an imperfect place. If he equates dirt and sin, he must be in a state of anxiety pretty much all the time.” 
 
    “The part of this story that doesn’t fit for me is that his aversion to things being dirty doesn’t apply to his own personal grooming. I would expect someone with that kind of problem to be the sort to shower ten times a day, but from what Velma just said, it seems the opposite is true.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Tanner nodded. “I’m not sure what his problem is. The guy didn’t stink or anything when I ran in to him today, but he looked as if he’d slept in his clothes, and it didn’t appear as if he’d shaved in days. He might be trying to grow out a beard, but that wasn’t the vibe I picked up. It almost looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. Maybe he’s an insomniac. A lack of sleep can definitely mess with your mind.” 
 
    “Speaking of men who don’t sleep, it looks like Colt might be part of that particular club.” Velma nodded toward the police chief. He was well groomed, but she was right, he did look tired. 
 
    “I suppose it might be the Wesley Hamilton murder case that is keeping him up at night,” I suggested. 
 
    “We spoke about the fact that there are a lot of eyes on this one,” Tanner said.  
 
    “Has the second body been identified?” Velma asked. 
 
    “Not as of the last time I spoke to him,” I answered. 
 
    I chatted with Tanner and Velma for a while longer, but when Velma went inside to find Georgia and Tanner went to chat with Colt, I headed toward the patio table where Dixie, Holly, Ryan, and Jeremy were sitting. I was sorry that Gaylord was out of town tonight. He seemed the sort who would enjoy a gathering like this.  
 
    “How’d the interview go?” I asked Ryan.  
 
    “Fantastic! The board needs to meet to discuss some things, but I’m feeling fairly confident that a move to Holiday Bay is in my future.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news. I’ve enjoyed living here, so I’m sure you will as well.” I turned to Jeremy. “Any luck with your job hunt?” 
 
    “Not really, though I’ve spoken to a lot of folks and I’m feeling good about my chances. I guess my next step is to look at rentals so I can work out a budget. I’ll need to know how much I’ll need to make to get by before I get too far into my job search.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. There is no use pursuing jobs that won’t pay enough to live on.” Then I turned to Dixie. “How did things go with Lily?” 
 
    “Much better than I could have any right to expect. It turned out that Lily did know she’d been adopted, so bringing up that part of my story wasn’t a problem. She wasn’t aware that she had siblings, but when we saw each other, we both just knew we were related even before I told her about the letter and the journal.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic. I’m so happy it worked out.” 
 
    “As am I. We are going to work together to try to find Heather and Hannah. Lily works during the week, so Holly and I will do the heavy lifting for the time being, but we are going to talk every day and come the weekend, she’ll be helping out. I wasn’t sure how this journey would end up, but even if Lily is the only sister I find, it will have been well worth it.” 
 
    “I think this trip has been wonderful on so many levels,” Holly added. “Your inn is beautiful, and the sea has been lovely. It’s so quiet and peaceful. In fact, other than the rattling in the hallway at night, the crashing of waves on the bluff is the only sound I hear as I drift off to sleep.” 
 
    “You’ve heard the rattling too?” 
 
    Holly nodded. “I suspect you might have a ghost. Not that I’ve ever seen one, but the rattling late at night has been consistent since we’ve been here, and the first time I got up to see if I saw anything, I found the display you have set out on the table at the end of the hallway on the floor.” 
 
    “The decorations in the hall were all askew on the third floor as well,” Jeremy added. “If you do have a ghost, any idea who it might be?” 
 
    “No idea at all,” I answered. 
 
    “Has anyone ever died in the inn?” Dixie asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of, although the wife of the man who built the house died shortly after they moved in, so I suppose it is possible she may have died in it. I guess I could check on that, but it seems unlikely that Abagail Westminster would be haunting the house. And I’ve never sensed a presence.” 
 
    “Maybe there is something specific that has aroused the ghost for the first time,” Holly suggested.  
 
    It was late by the time everyone left, so I helped Georgia with the cleanup. “It was really nice to have our friends and our guests gathered together this evening,” I said as I stacked the plates in the cupboard. 
 
    “It was. I felt like we created a family tonight. I’ll miss Ryan when he leaves tomorrow, but I suppose now that he is most likely going to get the job at the bank, we’ll run in to him from time to time. I hope Jeremy is able to find a job in Holiday Bay so he and Annabelle can stay here too.” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about that. We’ve discussed hiring someone to take care of the yardwork, snow removal, repairs, and heavy lifting. What do you think about talking to Jeremy about that job?” 
 
    Georgia paused before answering. “I like that idea, but I’m not sure we could pay him enough for him to support himself and Annabelle.” 
 
    “The basement is still unfinished and unused. I’m thinking we could have Lonnie go ahead and finish the space. There should be room for a couple of bedrooms, a seating area, a bath, and a small kitchen. If Jeremy and Annabelle don’t mind the limited view down there, and he is willing to accept room and board as part of his salary, the arrangement might work out just fine. Jeremy not only has experience with a landscape company, but he has lodging experience, and he says he can cook. I figure he can fill in for you when you need a day off or if we are busy planning an event. I’m hoping that the events at the inn are going to turn into a whole source of revenue of its own.” 
 
    Georgia smiled. “I do like your idea, and we have discussed the need for someone to fill in for me when I’m unavailable to do the cooking and other things. Maybe we should have Jeremy prepare an audition meal. He probably can cook, but so far, all we have is his word on it. And of course we’ll want to have him fill out an application and check his references, but if he’s game to continue the conversation, I am too.” 
 
    “Let’s talk to him tomorrow. Right now, I have a few emails to return before I turn in, so I’ll head back to the cottage.” I looked around the room. “Have you seen where Rufus went off to?” 
 
    “He was sleeping on the sofa in the living room last time I looked. If he isn’t there now, you might check the dining room. He seems to be determined to capture and kill the centerpiece I set out earlier today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Friday rolled around, Jeremy had tentatively accepted the job Georgia and I had discussed, pending a review of his application, a background check, and a satisfactory audition dinner, which he planned to serve Georgia and me, and our guests that evening. Lonnie and I had discussed the concept of turning the basement into an apartment for Jeremy and Annabelle, and he was working on a set of plans.  
 
    Dixie still hadn’t tracked down Hannah or Heather, but she’d spent quite a bit of time with Lily, who planned to come to town for the weekend and take over Holly’s room while Dixie’s daughter shared her mother’s. They’d asked Georgia about having Lily stay in the room they were already paying for, and while her presence would mean an extra mouth to feed, we were so happy that Dixie and Lily had found each other that we’d informed them that we didn’t mind if she shared their space in the least. 
 
    Gaylord was back from his overnighter, Ryan had left but had plans to move to Holiday Bay in two weeks, a lovely couple named Keith and Justine Goodman had checked into unit one, and a couple whose names I didn’t know yet would be checking into unit four this afternoon. Another full house and another chance to make new friends. 
 
    As of last night, Colt still hadn’t identified the second body in the grave or narrowed down the list of suspects who had a motive to kill Wesley. He’d shared with me that every time he eliminated one name, another popped up that he hadn’t yet considered.  
 
    As for the cold case involving the murder of Steven Walker that Ben had been looking in to before his death, Colt had, as promised, reached out to his FBI buddy, and he had agreed to do some quiet digging. In the meantime, I was leaving it alone, as I told Colt I would. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked Georgia, who was standing on a stool in the hallway looking into one of the heater vents. 
 
    “Checking for signs of rodents.” 
 
    “Rodents?” 
 
    “I figured that it might be mice behind the noise everyone is hearing at night.” 
 
    I frowned. “I think I’d be happier to find out that we have a ghost than I will be to find that we have mice.” 
 
    “I haven’t found any evidence of mice, so I think we’re safe on that front, but someone has heard something in one of the hallways pretty much every night. Gaylord thought he saw something too, but it turned that someone had left the window at the end of the hallway open and the breeze from the sea was blowing around the arms and legs of a skeleton.” 
 
    “I wonder if open windows aren’t what’s responsible for a lot of the noise our guests have heard. Maybe we should add a walk-through of the hallways to our nightly routine.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. At least on the nights it is warm enough during the day that someone might open a window to create a cross breeze.” 
 
    “Has everyone checked in?” I asked as I topped off my glass of iced tea. 
 
    “The couple in unit four hasn’t arrived yet. I expect them at around three. Dixie and Holly are off chasing another clue. Lily will be joining them for the weekend at around dinnertime. Jeremy and Annabelle are in the kitchen doing the prep work for his audition meal, and the couple who checked in to unit one is in town taking in the sights.” 
 
    “Is everything set for Harvest on the Lawn tomorrow?” 
 
    Georgia nodded. “I think it is. The event will run from noon to eight, so we have time to make final preparations in the morning. The only possible glitch I know of so far is that the woman who is supposed to do the face painting woke up with a scratchy throat this morning, so she called to let me know that the possibility exists that she might not be able to make it. She’ll wait to see how she feels tomorrow morning, but even if she can’t come, we have a lot of other things going on, so we should be fine.” 
 
    “Okay.” I stood up. “It sounds like you have everything under control. I need to run into town to do a few errands, but I’ll be back in plenty of time for Jeremy’s audition dinner. If it turns out that he really can cook, I think we’re in business. His references were good, and Colt did a cursory background check. Nothing popped, so we should be fine with moving forward.” 
 
    “Did Lonnie give you any sort of a timeline for having the apartment in the basement ready?” 
 
    “He needed to talk with the plumber and the electrician, but the ceiling and floor are already in, so he thinks he can get the place ready in about a month, maybe less if he can hire a few extra laborers. That should give Jeremy and Annabelle time to get their stuff ready to move. It’d be nice to have the extra help before the holidays.” 
 
    “I spoke to Tanner, and he said if the apartment isn’t ready when Jeremy is ready to start work, he could let him use one of the cottages he sometimes uses for his out-of-town trainers. They’re empty until the next training boot camp, which isn’t until January.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but feel warm to my core. “It was nice of him to offer. We really do have the best friends and neighbors.” 
 
    “That we do. It means so much that everyone is supportive and willing to jump in to do whatever needs to get done.” 
 
    “Do you need anything from town while I’m there?” 
 
    “No, I think I’m good. If I think of something, I’ll text you. Although…” 
 
    “Although?” 
 
    “Velma mentioned they had pomegranates at the farmers market. I have a wonderful salad recipe that uses pomegranate seeds and pistachio nuts. I have the greens and ingredients for the dressing, so if you are in the area, you might want to pick up a half dozen large pomegranates and a bag of pistachio nuts.” 
 
    “I can do that. The salad sounds delicious, but isn’t Jeremy cooking? Maybe you can serve the salad on Sunday.” 
 
    “The pomegranates and pistachio nuts will keep, and I always have fresh greens on hand, so I can even make it next week if the weekend doesn’t work out.” 
 
    The farmers market in Holiday Bay was one of my favorite places. It was open from April through November and carried a variety of fruits and vegetables, nuts and sauces, jams and jellies, homemade baked goods, as well as a good selection of fresh-cut flowers. I stopped there first and then headed toward the office supply store, where I needed to buy ink for my printer as well as a fresh supply of pens and notepads for the rambling thoughts I tried to capture throughout the day.  
 
    “Abby?” 
 
    I smiled and turned to greet a woman I’d met just once at the local merchants meeting. “I’m sorry; I’ve forgotten your name.” 
 
    “Ida. Ida Robertson.” 
 
    “That’s right. You own the little sewing supply store in town. It’s nice to see you again.” 
 
    “And it is nice to run into you as well. I hear the inn has opened.” 
 
    I nodded. “We did a soft opening in July, but we are fully operational now. We’ve even started our weekend events for the holiday season. If you have any free time, you should come out. Tomorrow we have wine and music on the lawn. If you wouldn’t mind passing out flyers in your shop, we would appreciate it.” 
 
    “That would have been a pleasure, but I’m afraid I closed my sewing supply store since I last saw you in the summer. I work here now, and unfortunately, I work every weekend.” 
 
    My smile faded just a bit. “I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t realize the store had closed. It seemed when we last spoke, you even had plans for expansion.” 
 
    “When I met you, I had been planning an expansion. Then, in August, I went to the bank to see about a loan. I met with the young Mr. Hamilton, who took one look at my application and told me that the block of storefronts where my shop was located had been sold and was due to be torn down. I reminded him that not only did I have a long-term lease for my shop, but had an option to take over the one next door as well. He didn’t seem to care about that. He just said I had been late on a few rent payments in the past, and even though I’d gotten caught up and was doing well at the moment, that gave him the right to cancel my lease whenever he wanted. He told me that he had a buyer for the entire block and was terminating all the leases.” 
 
    “The Bank of Holiday Bay owned all the shops on that block?” 
 
    She nodded. “All but one. Originally, the six storefronts were all owned by different people. The shop I was leasing was actually owned by an investor operating out of Baltimore. I had a long-term lease with him, but after young Mr. Hamilton took over the bank from his father, he bought the storefront I was leasing, as well as the one next door, which I’d been planning to lease to use for my expansion. My lease had already been transferred to the bank. When Mr. Hamilton had those two storefronts, he turned his sights to other shops whose owners were in debt to the bank. Three of the shops on that block fell into that category, and all three of the shop owners had missed at least one payment at some time in the past, which provided him the option of calling in the loans in full with only thirty-days’ notice. All three properties ended up being foreclosed upon, giving the bank control of five of the six shops on the block. The only shop not currently owned by the bank is Sam Trotter’s place.” 
 
    “Sam Trotter owns the butcher shop?” 
 
    “That’s right. The shop has been in Sam’s family for three generations, and he owns the property outright. Hamilton was trying to pressure him into selling so that he would control the entire block, but Sam refused. According to him, Hamilton had a buyer for the block who was willing to pay top dollar, but the buyer wanted the entire block, or the deal was off. I’d heard from some of the others that Sam was offered a ridiculous amount of money for his property, but he’d dug in his heels and refused to budge. It didn’t seem that Hamilton had any leverage over Sam to get him to sell because the bank didn’t hold a loan, but then, seemingly out of the blue, the bank started foreclosure procedures on the home of one of Sam’s children. Sam’s son swore he had never been a single day late with any mortgage payments, but Hamilton claimed to have proof otherwise. He basically told Sam that unless he wanted to work out a deal for both the son’s house and the butcher shop, his son and his family would be put out on the street.” 
 
    “Had the son contacted an attorney?”  
 
    “He had, but Hamilton had paperwork seeming to prove late payments. Unfortunately, Sam’s son made several of his payments in cash, so he didn’t have canceled checks to use to back up his claim. My personal opinion is that if the case went to court, Sam’s son would probably win, but neither Sam nor his son could afford the attorney fees. Sam makes a decent living, but he certainly isn’t flush with cash.” 
 
    “Couldn’t the son refinance the house?” I asked. 
 
    “He tried, but with the house already in foreclosure, he wasn’t able to get a loan. Of course, Sam was about as angry about the whole thing as anyone I’ve ever seen. He is a gruff man to begin with, but throw in the fact that Wesley threatened both his son’s house and indicated his determination to close down his only source of income, and you are left with a man who seemed to be willing to do anything to get the leech who seemed to have attached itself to him off his back. When I heard that Wesley had been murdered, I just assumed Sam did it.” 
 
    Could Sam have killed Wesley in a fit of rage? He certainly seemed to have a motive to do so.  
 
    I left the office supply store and headed toward Colt’s office. I hadn’t seen him since Tuesday and had only chatted with him on the phone briefly. I’d intended to stop by to say hello anyway, but now, while I was at it, I’d ask him what he knew about Sam Trotter. Colt had said he’d already interviewed and cleared almost everyone he considered to have a motive to kill Wesley based on their business relationship, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask a few questions to catch up a bit. 
 
    “Is Colt in?” I asked his receptionist, Peach. 
 
    “In his office. He was on the phone, but the light just went off, so I’m guessing he’s free.” 
 
    It seemed to me she should buzz him to ask first, but she hadn’t taken the initiative to do so, and I really wanted to speak to him, so I headed down the hallway. When I arrived at the door, I knocked even though it was open. Colt turned and smiled. 
 
    “Hey there, stranger. I was just about to call you.” 
 
    “You were?” I asked. 
 
    “I wanted to let you know that I’ll be out of town for a few days. My uncle is visiting my parents, and they want me to come for the weekend. I managed to arrange coverage, so I decided to go. I leave this evening and won’t be back until late on Sunday.” 
 
    “It’s great you are able to visit with your family, but that means you’ll miss the event at the inn tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know, and I feel bad about that, but my mom doesn’t ask a lot of me, and I haven’t seen my uncle in years.” 
 
    “It sounds like a good opportunity for you, and we are going to have a lot of other events that you’ll be able to attend. Say hi to the kids for me,” I said, referring to Colt’s niece and nephew, who’d been living with their grandparents since the death of their parents. “It was good getting to know them this summer. They’re great kids.” 
 
    “They are great kids. They’ve had a lot to deal, but they seem to be dealing with the death of their parents as well as can be expected.” Colt handed me a file folder. “This is the information I dug up on Jeremy. I told you most of what is here on the phone, but I thought you’d want to have it in writing.” 
 
    “I do. Thank you.” 
 
    “So, does it look like you are going to offer him the job?” 
 
    “I’ve already spoken to him, and he seems to be thrilled with both the job and the accommodations we are offering him and Annabelle. If he can cook like he says, I think he will be perfect.” 
 
    “Are you sure that three employees for six guest rooms isn’t too much?” 
 
    “Not really. Georgia spends a lot of time planning events and taking care of the marketing, ordering, and bookkeeping. She has such good ideas that I don’t want to cut into that time by asking her to make beds every day, which is where Nikki comes in, or shovel walkways when it snows, which is where Jeremy comes in. The events at the inn have been so well received by the community that we’ve begun to look at them as a second revenue source in addition to the rooms. Nikki only works part-time, and Georgia takes part of her salary in the form of room and board. I made a similar offer to Jeremy, and he was pleased to have it. He was much less concerned about the salary because his sister sends him money every month to support her daughter, so I think I can afford to pay them all. If that turns out not to be the case, I can make adjustments in the future.” 
 
    Colt leaned back in his chair. “I hope everything works out. I spoke to Jeremy at length on Tuesday, and he seems like a nice guy who is just looking for a way to make things easier for his niece, who is having a hard time since her mom left.” 
 
    “I still don’t fully understand that, but I guess there are all sorts of people, and not everyone puts being a mom first. I was a little worried about Annabelle at first, but she seems to be excited about moving to Holiday Bay, and you know if she and Jeremy do end up moving into the basement, Georgia will end up being a second mom to her. Georgia likes to ‘mom’ everyone. For someone who never had children of her own, she certainly has a strong maternal instinct.” 
 
    “It does seem like she likes to take care of everyone in her charge. Even Gaylord seems to consider her to be the granddaughter he never had.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what I would do without her.” I paused while Colt answered a quick phone call having to do with a court date. “So, how is the Hamilton case coming along?” I asked after he’d hung up and returned his attention to me. 
 
    Colt blew out a breath. “I’ve had what I thought were some really strong leads, but none of them have panned out. I’m still waiting to hear who the second body in the grave belonged to. We’ve exhausted missing persons in Maine, so we are widening our net to include other New England states. Maybe something will turn up there. At this point, I don’t even know if the two deaths are related, although I don’t see how they couldn’t be. Two different killers who had the same idea for a burial site would be absurd.” 
 
    “Yeah. And if the first guy wasn’t local, that would eliminate suspects whose motive might have been Wesley’s business practices.” 
 
    “There are a lot of those.” 
 
    “I spoke to someone I met a while back at a business owners meeting just now, and she told me that Wesley had kicked out the tenants of a whole block to sell the land.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve spoken to those tenants, and none of them were happy. Not that I blame them. I think they might have grounds for a lawsuit against Wesley and the bank.” 
 
    “I understand that one of the businesses on the block is a butcher shop that had been a family business for generations.”  
 
    Colt bobbed his head. “Trotter’s Meats. I buy my steaks there all the time. I’m hoping now that Wesley is no longer in the picture, Sam can work out his son’s mortgage without having to sell the shop.” 
 
    “Is Sam one of your suspects?” 
 
    “He had a motive, that’s for sure, but he provided an alibi for the day Wesley disappeared that I am still waiting to confirm.” 
 
    “Do you have any strong suspects at this point?” I asked. 
 
    “The current suspect list consists of five people. I still have not been able to definitively eliminate Alton West because he can’t provide an alibi. I don’t necessarily think he did it, but for now, he has to stay on the list. I found out that the assets Wesley inherited from his father, including the stock in the bank and the estate up on the hill where he lived with his fiancée and Patrice, have all gone to his cousin, Oswald, the eldest son of his father’s younger brother. Wesley’s other assets—cash, a vacation home in Florida, and personal possessions including an art collection—went to his mother.” 
 
    “So Patrice’s nephew now owns the house she lives in?” 
 
    “That’s the way it looks. I spoke to the nephew, who informed me that he is working on a plan to sell the house and land to Patrice, who will buy it with the cash she inherited from her son.” 
 
    “And Kendall?” 
 
    “I guess whether she stays in the house will be up to Patrice.” 
 
    Talk about a complicated mess. 
 
    “Okay, so you have Sam Trotter, Alton West, and Oswald Hamilton on your list. Who are the other two?” 
 
    “Preston Montgomery and Ashton Fitzgerald.” 
 
    “Ashton was Wesley’s best friend until the two had a falling out, right? And he moved to Boston,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And Montgomery?” 
 
    “Wesley’s college roommate. Or at least he was his roommate until they pledged rival fraternities. It seems Wesley and Preston remained friends despite the rivalry, but I thought I’d dig a little deeper to see what I came up when the bank customer angle wasn’t getting me anywhere.” 
 
    “So that’s it? You just have these men on your list right now?” 
 
    “There is a third dark horse that might end up in the race. Wesley was engaged once before he proposed to Kendall. Her name is Alisha Riverton, and she was Wesley’s high school girlfriend. I don’t know that she cares about Wesley one way or another these days, but I plan to look her up.” 
 
    “Have you eliminated Kendall as a suspect?” 
 
    “Eliminated, no. When I spoke to her, however, I didn’t pick up on any indicators that she was the killer.” 
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    Jeremy chose to serve a tender burgundy beef over seasoned mashed potatoes for his audition dinner. Accompanying the hearty meal were grilled autumn vegetables, a colorful salad that coincidentally featured pomegranate seeds and toasty nuts, much like the salad Georgia had asked me to purchase ingredients to make, and crusty, homemade rosemary bread. Based on the empty plates by the end of the meal, it seemed as if everyone enjoyed Jeremy’s choice on what had turned out to be a chilly and overcast fall evening. For dessert, Jeremy had prepared a praline pumpkin torte with fresh whipped cream that was to die for. Afterward, not only was everyone’s appetite satiated, but the group who had gathered was chatting and sharing news of their day, much like a family would.  
 
    “Are you in town for business or pleasure?” I asked David and Barbara Danson, the couple who had checked into unit four just before dinner. 
 
    “We’re in town to visit family. David’s youngest granddaughter plays the piano and has a recital tomorrow evening,” Barbara informed me.  
 
    “It’s so nice that you are able to attend,” I said.  
 
    “Hannah is just eight,” David added. “She has been playing the piano since before she could walk. My son, Adam, began playing at a young age as well, but he seemed to lose interest once he hit his teens.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful. I’ll be busy with the event on the lawn tomorrow, but it would be wonderful to hear her play someday. Maybe I can make it to a future concert. I assume that the family lives in town?” 
 
    David nodded. “Adam was born in Holiday Bay. He married his high school sweetheart and has made a good life for himself. After his mother died, I needed a change of scenery, so I moved to Connecticut, where I met and married Barbara.” David smiled at the woman who was, I now realized, his second wife. “We visit as often as we are able.” 
 
    “I know a woman named Faith Danson,” Georgia said. 
 
    “Faith is Adam’s wife and Hannah’s mother,” David confirmed.  
 
    “Hannah must be the adorable little girl with long dark ringlets who hangs out in her mother’s bakery most afternoons,” Georgia said. 
 
    David smiled. “Yes. That is my Hannah. She looks just like her grandmother, for whom she was named. Her brothers are much older than she is and they have all their own activities, so Hannah hangs out with her mom in the bakery after school until Adam picks her up when he gets off work.” 
 
    “That’s one of the things I love the most about small towns,” Dixie said. “Everyone seems to know everyone else, making the world seem smaller and more intimate.” 
 
    “Faith is a wizard when it comes to baked goods,” Georgia said. “Her pies are some of the best I’ve ever tasted. Even better than mine. I’ve been trying to get her to share her secret for making pie crust as light and flaky as hers, but so far she isn’t sharing.” 
 
    “Faith’s grandmother was a French-trained baker,” David provided. “She taught Faith everything she knew before she passed away. I don’t think Faith is being unkind by not sharing her secrets. I think it is more that she is protecting her grandmother’s legacy.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” Georgia said. 
 
    I turned to Gaylord. “Did you get all the information you hoped for during your trip north?” 
 
    “That and more,” he answered.  
 
    “I understand you are writing a book,” said Keith Goodman, the guest who had checked into unit one with his wife. 
 
    The next twenty minutes were spent listening to Gaylord share detailed insights into the novel he was working on. I’d heard his spiel before, so my mind tended to drift, but everyone else at the table seemed to be engaged in the conversation. I wondered if Colt had made it to his parents’ house by now. I supposed if he’d gotten out of town when he hoped, he might have. I realized I was really going to miss him, which was something I wasn’t expecting. Sure, he was a friend, and it wasn’t all that odd to miss a friend when he was away, but the estate would be filled to the brim with friends tomorrow, so it wasn’t as if I was going to be alone.  
 
    “So, what do you think?” Georgia asked me. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “I’m sorry. I guess my attention has wandered a bit. What do I think about what?” 
 
    “Barbara and I were discussing the idea of asking Hannah if she would be willing to come here for a private concert of sorts. You do have a piano in the main seating area. We could invite Hannah and her family for dinner on Sunday, and then she could play a few numbers for us afterward.” 
 
    “I like that idea if she is willing.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to Adam,” David offered. “If I know Hannah, and I do, I think she will be tickled pink to have a chance to perform for this small group.” 
 
    A short time later, the group broke up, and Georgia, Jeremy, and I began clearing the table.  
 
    “Your meal was delicious,” I said to him.  
 
    “I’m so glad you enjoyed it.” 
 
    “Your references and background have checked out, so I would like to officially offer you the job we spoke about.” 
 
    Annabelle jumped up and down, clapping her hands. I could see that she at least approved of the idea.  
 
    “I’d like that very much,” Jeremy said, hugging Annabelle as soon as she’d settled down a bit.  
 
    “The basement apartment won’t be ready for at least a month, possibly longer because we want to work around our guest and event schedule, but you’ve already booked your room for another week and a half, and Tanner Peyton has offered you the use of one of his cottages if you’d like to start work before it’s been completed.” 
 
    “Annabelle and I will need to go back to my sister’s to pack up the things we want to bring with us. That should take us a week or so. I’ll call my sister later and let her know exactly what we’ll be doing. I need to think things over, but I’ll probably just stay for the remainder of my reservation and then drive home to pack. We can work out an official start date from there.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I’d like to help out,” Jeremy offered. “You don’t need to pay me until I officially start, but I’d like to work with Georgia and begin learning the details of what my job will entail. I’ll also need to visit the school Annabelle will be attending and get her registered. There is a lot to do.” 
 
    I had to smile at his enthusiasm. The job wasn’t all that grand, but Jeremy and Annabelle both seemed as happy as if they’d won the lottery. I had a feeling that Georgia and Jeremy were going to get along just fine and, as Colt had suggested, Annabelle would soon be looking at Georgia as some sort of surrogate mother, if she wasn’t already. It seemed as if my little family kept growing and growing.  
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    I woke to a dark room. Turning slightly, I looked at the bedside clock. Ugh: 2:12 a.m. I hated it when I woke up in the middle of the night because I rarely could get back to sleep. Burrowing down beneath the covers, I closed my eyes and tried to return to the dreamland I’d been enjoying minutes earlier. I soon gave up and tossed the blankets to one side. The first thing I noticed was that the room was cold. Colder than it ought to be. The next thing was that while Molly was sleeping soundly near my feet, Rufus was missing from the pillow beside my head. 
 
    “Rufus?” 
 
    I waited and listened but didn’t hear a response. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked into the darkness. 
 
    When I still didn’t get a response, I sat up. I pulled my legs toward the side of the bed and adjusted my position. “Are you in here?” I called again.  
 
    Still no response. 
 
    I turned on the bedside lamp, stood up, and pulled on my robe. There was a definite chill in the air. I checked the window, which was closed tightly. “Rufus? Where are you, buddy?” 
 
    I glanced at the bedroom door. It was still closed. Rufus had been sleeping on my extra pillow when I’d gone to sleep, and the door was closed then, so logic would dictate that he would be here in the bedroom somewhere. I got down on my knees and looked under the bed. Molly lifted her head, thumped her tail, but didn’t move. I got up and walked to the room’s large walk-in closet. “Rufus?” I said, moving my clothes to one side. If he wasn’t under the bed or in the closet, the only other place he could be was in the attached bath, so I went in that direction. “Here, kitty. Where are you?” 
 
    I looked behind the door, in the shower, and behind the toilet. Still no cat. I stood for a moment pondering the possibilities and eventually headed to the bedroom door. Perhaps Georgia had opened the door for some reason and Rufus had scooted out. I couldn’t imagine why Georgia would open my door, but maybe she’d heard a noise or I was snoring, and she wanted to make certain I wasn’t being attacked by a bear. I didn’t think I snored, but Ben had mentioned it a time or two, so I supposed it was possible.  
 
    I stepped into the common area. “Rufus,” I called softly so as not to wake Georgia. When he didn’t answer, I walked into the kitchen. The cottage wasn’t that large, and there weren’t many places to hide, but I did my due diligence and looked behind the sofa as well as behind the chairs that framed the fireplace. When I still couldn’t find him, I’d all but decided to call in the cavalry. I returned to my bedroom for my slippers because my feet were freezing and there he was, lying all sweet and innocent on my pillow. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I went to the bed, picked him up, and cuddled him to my chest.  
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “No, you have not been here all along, so don’t try to convince me of it. Unless I was sleepwalking…” I paused. Had I been sleepwalking? As far as I knew, I’d never done it in the past, but in a way, that made more sense than the alternative explanation, which was that Rufus had disappeared only to reappear from out of nowhere. Shrugging, I put Rufus down, closed the bedroom door, rechecked the window, and crawled under the covers. I had no idea where my silly cat had gone off to, but he was back, it was late, and I was tired. In the end, I supposed it didn’t really matter. I felt a draft on my face just as I drifted off to sleep. Was someone breathing on me?  
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    When I told Georgia the story of the missing cat the next morning, she laughed and suggested that I’d dreamed the whole thing. Maybe she was right. It certainly didn’t make sense that Rufus could be gone one minute and back the next when the cottage had been closed up tight. Once he curled up next to Molly and me, we had all gone back to sleep, which was a good thing except for the fact that I overslept and had to scramble to get everything ready for Harvest on the Lawn, which was to begin at noon. 
 
    Thankfully, the weather had cooperated, and we’d been presented with a perfect fall day: clear blue skies, not too hot yet not too cold, and a slight breeze ruffled the colorful fall leaves, occasionally sending some flying through the air. The bright orange pumpkins we’d arranged in the patch on the lawn provided a colorful contrast. Georgia had erected interestingly dressed scarecrows to provide additional authenticity, and the hay bales that served as dividers and backdrops added the perfect amount of country appeal to our holiday display.  
 
    The band was set up in the gazebo, and the face painter, who’d woken up feeling fine, had her booth not far away. There were tables for pumpkin carving, eating, and just sitting and catching up with neighbors. Georgia and Nikki, with Jeremy’s help, had the barbecue area covered. Lacy volunteered to keep the cider jugs filled, and Dixie and Holly both joined in to help her. The folks selling crafts were positioned in the drive and didn’t seem to need help or supervision, which was nice. All in all, the day was starting out exactly as Georgia and I had envisioned it on the snowy afternoon when we’d first begun to make our plans. 
 
    “Did you want this hot spiced wine on the table with the cider or the table with the beer?” Nikki asked. 
 
    “You’d better put it with the beer,” I answered. “I’d hate for one of the kids to drink it by accident. Lonnie told me that the band would be ready at about three and would play for an hour, then take a break. The food seems to be disappearing at a much faster rate than I anticipated, so I think I’m going to have Georgia send him to the store for more ribs and chicken while he is waiting for the rest of the band to show up. If you could check to see what else we might need, that would be great.” 
 
    “I’m on it. Maybe we should get more dessert type items as well. The caramel apple vendor has just about sold out, and the guy selling pumpkin ice cream has been fielding a crowd since before we opened.” 
 
    I paused and looked out over the sea of people. Perhaps Georgia had done too good a job advertising. Of course, if we could survive the day, we, along with the local craftspeople and food vendors, stood to have a profitable day. 
 
    After I sent Nikki off on her errands, I headed toward the kitchen, where I found Georgia, Jeremy, and a woman I didn’t know busily making what looked to be apple fritters.  
 
    “Oh good, you’re here,” Georgia said when I walked in. She nodded to the woman standing next to her, elbow deep in flour. “This is Faith Danson.” 
 
    I smiled at her but must have looked confused because Georgia elaborated. “Faith is David’s daughter-in-law. Hannah’s mother.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Oh, Hannah’s mother. Now I remember. You own a bakeshop.” 
 
    Faith nodded, wiping flour from her cheek with her forearm. “That’s right. And you must be the owner of this lovely inn. Georgia has told me so much about you.” 
 
    “I’m very happy to meet you. Georgia says you are an even better baker than she is, so you must be phenomenal.” 
 
    Faith smiled. “Thank you for the compliment, but I believe Georgia was being modest.” 
 
    I didn’t doubt that for a moment.  
 
    “Faith showed up with Hannah and her husband, Adam, but when she saw that I was desperately trying to keep up with demand, she volunteered to pitch in and help,” Georgia explained. 
 
    “Wow. That is so nice of you.” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “Happy to help. That’s what neighbors do.” 
 
    “I mentioned to Faith that we’d like to have her family come to dinner on tomorrow night and we hoped that Hannah would want to play a few songs for our guests,” Georgia said as she added chopped apples to the filling she’d been mixing.  
 
    “Hannah would really love that,” Faith said. “Thank you so much for inviting us.” 
 
    “It sounds like we should be thanking Hannah. According to what we heard from her proud grandfather, it sounds as if Hannah is an amazing musician.” 
 
    “She is pretty spectacular,” Faith said with pride. 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear her play. You can work out the details with Georgia. And anything you and your family want or need today is on us,” I offered. “Food, pumpkins, face paint, you name it. Your help in the kitchen is appreciated more than you’ll ever know.” 
 
    I chatted with Georgia and Faith for a while longer and then went back outdoors. Annabelle was playing with Lonnie and Lacy’s older five. She was such a sweet little thing. I was sure both she and her handsome uncle were going to charm the socks off our guests. 
 
    “Good turn out,” Velma said as she walked up behind me. 
 
    “Too good. We thought we had a handle on things, but I’m sure we are going to run out of food by the halfway point.” 
 
    “I spoke to Lonnie as he was leaving with Tanner on a grocery run. I’m heading into the kitchen myself to help Georgia, but I saw you standing here and wanted to tell you about Sam.” 
 
    “Sam? Sam Trotter?” 
 
    Velma nodded. “He is open for a half day on Saturdays, so after I spoke to Georgia about the mob that had descended on this place, I stopped by his store to see what sort of meat he had left that might be useful to fill in some of the shortages. When I arrived, there was a note on the door that said the shop would be closed until further notice. I called Sam at his home, but he didn’t answer. Then I called the woman who lives next door to him to ask if she knew what was going on. She saw Sam loading suitcases into the trunk of his car in the middle of the night last night when she got up for a drink of water.” 
 
    “Maybe he’d planned to take a trip,” I suggested. 
 
    “My friend said no. She’d spoken to him when he got home from work on Friday, and he never said a thing about going away. It was her opinion his departure must have had something to do with a personal emergency of some sort.” 
 
    “I suppose it might have been.” 
 
    “It might have been, but I also spoke to Colt on Friday when he came in for lunch, and he mentioned that Sam was on his suspect list. I think the timing of this is very odd. I would have mentioned it to Colt, but I know he is visiting his parents, so I thought I’d pass the information along to you. I know you and Colt are sort of working together on the Wesley Hamilton case. You were, after all, the one who figured out where his body was.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that we are working together, but he has shared his thoughts about the case with me. I’ll make sure he gets this information.” 
 
    “Thanks, doll.” Velma looked toward the house. “I’ll go see what I can do to help out that roommate of yours.” She took a few steps and then looked back. “You know, if Charlee shows, you might want to have a chat with her about Wesley and his relationship with a man named Ashton Fitzgerald.”  
 
    Charlee Weaver had lived in Holiday Bay for a long time. She was retired now, but she’d been a teacher at the high school for many years. “Charlee knows something about Ashton Fitzgerald? Something relevant to Wesley’s murder?” 
 
    “I can’t say for certain, but I think she might.” 
 
    Velma walked toward the kitchen, and I headed for the pumpkin patch. When I first saw how many pumpkins Georgia had ordered, I’d been sure we’d have tons of left over. I thought wrong. From the rate at which the pumpkins were being picked out and sold, I figured we’d be completely out by the time the dinner crowd arrived. I hoped that our being short on certain items wouldn’t result in some of our guests having a less than fantastic experience. Georgia and I had discussed the fact that these events would have a learning curve. I now knew that our inventory for the next event would need to be doubled, but I supposed that was a good thing. Rather than stressing over this week’s shortages, I was going to choose to be grateful. 
 
    I wanted photos from today’s event to use in future marketing campaigns, so I went back to the cottage to grab Georgia’s camera. The last time I’d seen it, she’d left it sitting on the kitchen counter, and I was sure she wouldn’t mind if I used it. The two of us had taken photos of downtown Holiday Bay shortly after the shopkeepers had put up their decorations. We’d waited until just after sunset so we could capture the magic of the orange and white twinkle lights in every tree and around almost every window and door. I picked up the camera and turned it on, and an image of the last photo taken was displayed on the screen.  
 
    I frowned as I studied the photo of Hannigan’s Homegoods. They’d really outdone themselves with their window display, and Georgia had snapped several shots. What I hadn’t noticed when we’d taken the photos was that next to Hannigan’s was an empty lot where Francisco’s Pizza used to be. It was torn down after a kitchen fire had spread through the entire building. On the other side of it was the bank parking lot. According to the time and date stamps, Georgia had taken the photos of Hannigan’s at six p.m. on the day that Wesley had disappeared. 
 
    Hitting the Display All button, I scrolled back. It was the third photo that Georgia had taken in which a dark blue sedan first showed up on the street that ran along the rear of the bank’s lot. Both Colt and Martha had said that someone had seen Wesley speaking to someone in a dark-colored sedan just minutes before he must have disappeared. Shivering slightly as a chill crept up my spine, I grabbed my laptop and downloaded all the photos we’d taken that day. The sedan was clearly visible in three of them and someone—I assumed Wesley—was leaning inside the driver’s side window, no doubt chatting with whoever was inside. I enlarged those photos as soon as they were downloaded. I couldn’t see the car’s entire license plate, but I could see the first letter—a W—and the last two numbers—10. Most license plates had six or perhaps seven digits, which meant there were three or four numbers or letters between the W and the 10. I’d sworn I wasn’t going to bother Colt while he was visiting his family, yet that was exactly what I found myself doing. 
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    Colt was fishing with his father and uncle when I called, but he promised to look in to the plate when he got back to the house. He asked me to text him the numbers and letter I had, and he would forward it to someone who could use that information to try to extrapolate all possible combinations. From there, we would need to use the data we had available to us to narrow it down. It sounded like the process might take a lot longer than I would have liked. As soon as I hung up with Colt, I headed back outdoors to take my photos, which was where I ran into Charlee. Following up on Velma’s suggestion that I speak to her about Wesley and Ashton, I suggested that we grab a drink and find a secluded spot to talk.  
 
    “I guess you heard that Colt and I found Wesley Hamilton’s body in his own grave,” I started off. 
 
    “Sure. That’s all anyone can talk about,” Charlee answered. 
 
    “Colt is working on figuring out who put him there and I have been trying to help out where I can. Velma suggested I speak to you. She mentioned that you knew both Wesley and his friend, Ashton, pretty well from back in the days when they were high school students, and you were a teacher.” 
 
    “I imagine based on your lead-in to this conversation that Ashton is a suspect in Wesley’s death.” 
 
    “Colt is looking at him. Or at least he was before he went out of town.” 
 
    Charlee paused before answering. “Wesley and Ashton were two peas in a pod from the time they were little boys. They both came from well-to-do families and tended to enjoy a lifestyle not shared by most of their classmates. As young boys, they were bullies and troublemakers, as teens, they’d morphed into entitled snobs who looked down on pretty much everyone. I probably shouldn’t say this, but to be honest, I didn’t care for either of them. I was thrilled when they graduated, and I knew that I’d most likely seen the last of them. At least in our roles of students and teacher.” 
 
    “So as of the time they graduated, the two were still friends?” 
 
    Charlee nodded. “I’m not sure what happened exactly, but it seemed that the rift between them began while they were in college, although things didn’t get really bad until sometime after that. Eventually, they stopped speaking to each other, and then Ashton left Holiday Bay. There are those who say the only reason he took a job in Boston was to get away from Wesley, and there are others who say that the reason Ashton left was because the job was just too good to turn down. I can’t tell you that I know which is true, but I will say that the relationship enjoyed by the two before their college years was vastly different from the one they had after they returned to town.” 
 
    “Colt also mentioned a college roommate. I think his name was Preston something.” I paused and thought about it. “Preston Montgomery. Do you know anything about him?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I do. I suppose that if this Preston fellow knew Wesley in college, he might be able to explain the rift between him and Ashton.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else you can think of who one or both of them might have confided in?” 
 
    Charlee tapped her forefinger on her chin as she considered this last question. “I suppose you can ask Kendall if Wesley ever spoke to her about it. And then there is Alisha, of course.” 
 
    “Alisha Riverton?” I asked. 
 
    Charlee nodded. “She was Wesley’s girlfriend all through high school. He proposed to her the night after graduation, and she accepted despite the fact that he was going away to college and she was staying right here in Holiday Bay. They tried the long-distance thing for about a year, but in the end, they broke up. Alisha still lives in town, and I know that she and Wesley remained friends. To be honest, when Wesley proposed to Kendall, I was surprised. I always figured that Wesley and Alisha would eventually make a go of it, but I guess I was wrong on that count.” 
 
    “Is Alisha single?” 
 
    “She was until recently. After Wesley became engaged to Kendall, Alisha started dating his cousin, a man named Oswald Hamilton. Oswald never lived in Holiday Bay, but he used to summer here with his grandfather before he passed. I’m not sure what sort of relationship Oswald and Wesley had as adults, but as children and teens, they were pretty close.” 
 
    I sat back in my chair. “Okay, let me get this straight. Havilland Hamilton, Wesley’s grandfather, had three sons. He eventually left his land and his money to his oldest son, Jasper, who handed down both, along with the bank he’d founded, to Wesley. After Wesley died without a male heir, the inheritance he’d received from his father, which included the estate on the bluff and stock in the bank, went to his cousin, who I am assuming is the child of one of Havilland’s younger sons.”  
 
    “Havilland’s three sons were Jasper, Jason, and Jeffery. Jeffery died when he was still a teen. Jasper married Patrice and had Wesley. Jason married a woman named Susan, and they had a son and three daughters. Oswald is Jason’s son. Jason passed away a while back, so Oz is the only surviving male Hamilton heir, though from what I understand, the sisters are still around.” 
 
    “Were Oswald and Wesley close in age?” 
 
    “They were born in the same year, but I think Wesley was a few months older.” 
 
    “So Alisha dated Wesley all through high school, only to have their engagement broken through her choice or his while he was away at college. They seem to have remained close, but eventually, Wesley proposed to Kendall, at which point Alisha began dating Oswald.” 
 
    “Basically.” 
 
    “Wow. That family seems to be living in some sort of real-life soap opera.” 
 
    Charlee smiled. “Perhaps. I realize it sounds as if Alisha is after the Hamilton money and will go after whoever she needs to get to it, but I don’t think that is what is going on.” 
 
    In my opinion, I wouldn’t bet on that. 
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    Later that evening, after the event had ended and most of the guests had made their way up to their rooms, Georgia, Lonnie, Jeremy, Nikki, Tanner, and I worked together to clean up. Lacy had taken the kids home to put them to bed, so Tanner had volunteered to give Lonnie a ride home when we were done.  
 
    “You went to high school here in Holiday Bay, right?” I asked Lonnie. 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “Was Wesley Hamilton there the same time you were?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Wesley was behind me by several years. By the time he was a freshman, I’d already graduated.” 
 
    “Do you know Alisha Riverton?” 
 
    “Sure. I know Alisha. Her sister, Nicole, was in my class.” Lonnie paused from loading the dishwasher. “You must have heard that Wesley and Alisha were once an item.” 
 
    “A few people have mentioned it. Charlee told me today that although Alisha and Wesley broke up, they remained friends. She thought the two of them might end up together until Wesley got engaged to Kendall.” 
 
    Lonnie poured soap in the tray. “Yeah, a lot of us thought that. Wesley’s relationship with Kendall seemed to come from out of left field. Of course, I wasn’t good friends with either of them, so it is possible that Kendall and Wesley were dating for longer than it seemed.” 
 
    “I also understand that Alisha is now dating Wesley’s cousin, Oswald, who, it just so happens, inherited the estate on the bluff and controlling stock in the bank when Wesley died.” 
 
    He paused. “I hadn’t heard that, but I suppose that makes sense. I remember hearing that Havilland wanted the Hamilton money to stay in the family. He didn’t want it being passed on to someone who didn’t have the Hamilton name.” 
 
    “Seems sexist.” 
 
    “It is. But the old guy wrote his trust a long time ago. Things have changed.” 
 
    “So maybe this Alisha offed Wesley to get at the money,” said Nikki, who was within hearing distance, putting food away. 
 
    “That was my thought as well,” I said. 
 
    Lonnie shut the door on the dishwasher and hit Start on what I was sure would be the first of many loads. “I know how it seems, but I really think Alisha cared for Wesley. I can’t see her killing him. Not only did the two date for a long time, but they seemed to remain friends after they broke up. In fact, I saw them together maybe a month ago.” 
 
    “Doing what?” I asked, even though I knew it was most likely none of my business. 
 
    “They were having lunch in Bar Harbor, and I just happened to be there to look at a remodel I was thinking about bidding on.” 
 
    “Was anyone else with them? Kendall or Oswald, perhaps?” I asked. 
 
    “No. They were alone, just the two of them.” 
 
    “Did they appear intimate?” Nikki asked. 
 
    “If you are asking if they were going at it right there in the restaurant, no. They were eating,” Lonnie emphasized. “They probably ran into each other and decided to grab a bite, the way old friends do.” 
 
    It was sweet that Lonnie was so innocent as to think that.  
 
    “Can you think of any reason that Wesley would have gotten himself engaged to Kendall other than love?” I asked. 
 
    Lonnie raised a brow. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “Several people have mentioned that while Wesley had a wandering eye, Kendall wouldn’t have killed him for cheating because she wouldn’t have cared. It has been hinted that what they had was more of a business relationship. I can’t help but wonder what sort of a business relationship would cause them to marry, especially if Wesley was still in love with Alisha.” 
 
    “Maybe Kendall came from money, and Wesley needed an infusion,” Jeremy joined in. 
 
    “No,” I answered. “Kendall comes from a modest background. It can’t be that. I remember hearing that neither of Wesley’s parents was thrilled with his choice in mate, so I suppose his engagement could simply have been an act of rebellion.” 
 
    “Seems unlikely,” Jeremy said. “Maybe Kendall was a gold digger, and she was blackmailing him into marrying her. She might not have been in love with him, but she might have been in love with his lifestyle.”  
 
    That made more sense than anything else I’d heard so far. Still, I didn’t see Wesley as the sort to give in to blackmail unless the information that was being used against him was very damaging indeed.  
 
    “So how’d it go?” I asked Georgia and Tanner as they returned to the rest of us after checking on Rufus and walking the dogs. From the way Georgia blushed and lowered her eyes before she spoke, it occurred to me there might have been more going on between them than dog walking.  
 
    “It went fine. Ramos and Molly were happy to get out of the house, and Rufus came trotting along with us like he was just another one of the dogs.” 
 
    “Rufus seems to think he is a dog/cat/human hybrid of some sort,” I agreed. “I’m glad the gang wasn’t too traumatized by being cooped up all day. I would have let them out, but there were just too many people here, and the truth is, not everyone likes dogs.” 
 
    “I get it,” Georgia said. “And there are some with allergies too, which is why I make a point of letting everyone who books with us know that there are dogs and a cat on the property.” Georgia picked up a dishtowel and began drying pots. “Can you believe how many people showed up today?” 
 
    “The response was a lot stronger than we anticipated,” I agreed. “We should go over things before next weekend.” 
 
    “We have the murder mystery dinner on Saturday next weekend. That is the only event we’ve booked for the weekend, and we closed the reservations at thirty. The inn is booked Friday and Saturday night, but it will be a pretty quiet week otherwise. David and Barbara are checking out on Tuesday, Keith and Justine tomorrow, and Dixie and Holly on Monday. All four rooms are empty until the weekend group checks in on Friday. The final weekend of the month is going to be a busy one, but we have two weeks to get our ducks in a row, so we should be fine.”  
 
    “What time should we plan for dinner tomorrow?” Georgia asked. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to have the meal before or after Hannah’s recital.” 
 
    “Let’s have it after,” I suggested. “Faith and I discussed the fact that Hannah needed to get to bed at a decent time, and she has school the next day, so we agreed on four o’clock for wine and cheese while Hannah plays a few tunes and then dinner at six.” 
 
    “How many should we plan for?” Georgia asked. 
 
    “Keith and Justine are checking out around noon, and no one is checking in to that room, so we will just have seven guests counting Jeremy and Annabelle, unless Lily stays, which I think she might, and then we’ll have eight. Faith, Adam, and Hannah will bring the total up to eleven.”  
 
    “What about Faith and Adam’s other children?” Georgia asked. 
 
    “Faith mentioned that the boys wouldn’t want to attend.” I looked at Tanner. “Are you planning to be here?” 
 
    He glanced at Georgia. She nodded. “I’m in,” he said. 
 
    “Me too,” Nikki seconded. 
 
    “Okay, that brings us up to thirteen. If you add in us, that is fifteen.” I glanced at Lonnie. “Would you and Lacy want to attend? We can bring in an extra table for the kids if we need to.” 
 
    “My mom is taking the five older kids to a harvest festival up the coast tomorrow. If we can get Lacy’s mom to watch Maddie, I think she’d love to come. Count us in.” 
 
    “Great. That makes seventeen. I’m not sure if Colt will be back in time or not. I’ll call to ask him, but let’s plan for eighteen just to be safe. The table seats twenty, so let’s just plan for that. That way, if anyone else drops by, we’ll be all right.” 
 
    It was late by the time the inn was put back in order, and Georgia had done her prep for breakfast. It had been a good day. A really good day. Exhausting for sure, but the fact that the entire town seemed to have shown up for the first annual Harvest on the Lawn somehow made me feel both loved and accepted.  
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    Breakfast the next day was a quiet affair. Keith and Justine had decided to check out early to avoid traffic and had just taken coffee to go; Dixie, Holly, and Lily went into town to have breakfast at Velma’s before partaking of the local attractions but planned to be back by four; David and Barbara had left early to attend church with their family but likewise planned to be back in plenty of time for Hannah’s concert; Gaylord had chosen to have a tray brought up to his room so he could spend the morning writing. That left just Jeremy and Annabelle with Georgia and me. We all took our food out onto the patio to enjoy the beautiful morning.  
 
    “What time is Hannah coming over?” Annabelle asked. 
 
    “Not until four,” I answered. “I noticed the two of you hanging out yesterday.” 
 
    Annabelle grinned. “She is eight like me, so when Uncle Jeremy and I move here, we will be in the same class. I was sort of scared about changing schools, but Hannah said that I can hang out with her and her friends. She has to go to her mom’s bakery when she gets out of school, but I told her that after we move here, she can come over and hang out with me sometimes.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” I agreed. “I only spoke to Hannah for a minute, but she seems like a very nice girl.” It was great that Annabelle had already made a friend. She’d seemed to be in favor of the move as soon as it was proposed, but her life had already been disrupted with the departure of her mother, so I assumed that there would be a period of adjustment when she moved to Holiday Bay.  
 
    “Maybe I can learn to play the piano like Hannah,” Annabelle said, turning her attention to her uncle.  
 
    “I suppose lessons might be an option, but let’s get moved in and settled before we discuss it.” 
 
    “Hannah has lessons three days a week, but she has to practice every day. She said it is a pain to practice so much, but she wants to play as well as her grandmother did before she died.” 
 
    “Was Hannah close to her grandmother?” I asked. 
 
    “No. She died before she was born, so she didn’t even know her. But her grandpa has videos of her grandmother playing some of the same songs that she has learned to play. She said playing her songs makes her feel close to the beautiful woman she was named after.” Annabelle looked at Jeremy. “Was I named after anyone?”  
 
    Jeremy laughed. “Actually, I’m pretty sure you were named after a cow.” 
 
    “A cow?” 
 
    “When your mom was a little girl, she loved the Christmas cartoon Annabelle’s Wish. She used to watch it all the time, even when it wasn’t Christmas. She also had a doll named Annabelle that she took everywhere she went when she was about your age. I don’t know of any other relatives named Annabelle, so I have to assume she settled on the name for you simply because she liked it.” 
 
    Annabelle shrugged. “I like that movie too, so I guess it is okay, but I bet if I had a dad, he would have named me something different.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Jeremy agreed. “But the name Annabelle fits you perfectly, so I’m glad you ended up with it.” 
 
    “Hannah said her mom wanted to name her Beth, but her dad insisted on Hannah after his mother. I like both names, but it is nice to be named after someone.” Annabelle turned to Georgia. “Are you named after anyone?” 
 
    The conversation continued along those lines for a while but eventually segued on to other topics. Jeremy and Annabelle had just indicated their plan to head upstairs to shower and change when Colt called, so I excused myself to take the call.  
 
    “Did you get my message?” 
 
    “I did,” Colt replied. 
 
    “I’m not trying to rush your trip, but if you do happen to be back in time, I wanted to let you know you were invited.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. And as it turns out, I’m getting ready to start back right now. I’d planned to stay until after supper, but I got a call letting me know the other body in the gravesite has been identified, so I wanted to get back to reevaluate now that I have this new information.” 
 
    “So who is it that we found Wesley bunking with?”  
 
    “His name was Brian Coswell. He went missing from the university he was attending nine years ago.” 
 
    “Missing? Missing how?” 
 
    “He’d been a freshman at the time of his disappearance. He was last seen by his assigned roommate, a student named Joe Putman, as he headed out for an orientation for a fraternity he was interested in pledging. According to Putman, Brian was shy and introverted and had been having a hard time adjusting to life at the university. In Putnam’s opinion, pledging a fraternity would only add to the anxiety the guy was feeling, but Brian had shared that he hoped being a member of a tight-knit group would actually help. When Brian failed to return to his dorm room or to show up for classes the following week, Putman reported him missing. When a preliminary campus security investigation revealed that no one had seen Brian after he left for that orientation the previous Friday, the police were notified. It was all over the news for a while, and anyone who might have had a chance to speak to him was interviewed, but after weeks of dead ends it was determined that he most likely had met with foul play, though no evidence of was ever uncovered.” 
 
    “And now his remains turn up here nine years later? How on earth did his body end up in Wesley Hamilton’s grave?” 
 
    “We’re not sure yet. I have a few theories I need to check out, hence my early departure from my parents’ home. I need to run now, but I’ll call you after I figure out how the day is going to shake out.” 
 
    Talk about an odd twist to an already odd murder investigation.  
 
    Crossing my room, I turned on my laptop. As soon as it came on, I Googled Brian Coswell, and a bunch of news articles popped up. As Colt had indicated, Brian was a freshman attending Bronte University in Rhode Island when he went missing. According to the Maps program, the school was over three hundred miles away from Holiday Bay. Closer to three hundred and fifty, actually. So how did an eighteen-year-old kid go missing from a college in Rhode Island and his body end up buried in a family gravesite so far away? Had he been buried there all this time, or were his remains moved at some point? Even more important, was his death and the death of Wesley Hamilton nine years later somehow related? On the one hand, I didn’t see how it could be. On the other hand, I didn’t see how it couldn’t.  
 
    Based on the photos of Brian Coswell I found on the internet, he looked to be a homely kid. He was tall and skinny, and his hair was bright red and seemed to stick up in every direction in pretty much every photo I found of him. He had bright green eyes and abundant freckles I found sort of enduring, though I imagined others might find it less than attractive. He looked young for his age, but I imagined, had he lived, he might have matured into a more attractive man. Colt had mentioned that he was shy and introverted, but I suspected he might also have been bullied. He must have been intelligent enough, or he wouldn’t have gotten into Bronte, but I could totally understand how he might have had a hard time adjusting to college life.  
 
    I sat back in my chair and continued to surf around for more information about Brian Coswell. He was originally from a small town in Maryland and had two older brothers who’d attended the same university. They’d both graduated before Brian arrived on campus. Brian was on his way to a fraternity orientation when he was last seen. A quick search revealed that both older brothers were members of the same fraternity. Interesting. I supposed that might explain Brian’s interest in the frat in the first place. In fact, one or both of his brothers might have been the ones to suggest he pledge that or another frat. 
 
    It took a while, but eventually, I pulled up photos of Brian’s brothers. Both were blond-haired, blue-eyed, and very good-looking, which made me wonder if perhaps Brian was adopted. He didn’t look a thing like either of his siblings. I was starting to feel really sorry for the guy. From what I could find, it appeared his brothers were popular high-achievers. Not an easy act to follow. 
 
    All of the articles I read agreed that Brian was last seen leaving his dorm room as he headed out to the fraternity house. The detective in charge of the investigation never found anyone who remembered seeing him at the frat house, so something must have happened to him as he traveled between the two locations. As interesting as this was, I knew I wasn’t going to figure out what it was without a whole lot more information, so I logged off the computer and went out to the outdoor patio, where I found Gaylord sitting alone, nursing an iced tea. 
 
    “Are you taking a break?” I asked. 
 
    “I think I’m done for the day. I got up early and made good progress on the manuscript, but then I realized what I was writing was no longer making sense, so I decided to get some fresh air. Now that I’m out here, I’ve realized how tired I am. I think I need to do something else for a while.” 
 
    “The same thing happens to me sometimes when I’ve really been on a roll. I’m glad your manuscript is coming together for you. I know how hard you’ve worked on it.” 
 
    Gaylord let out a slow breath. “It has been a dream of mine. How is your own manuscript coming along?” 
 
    “It’s coming. My writing time has been pretty sporadic since the inn opened. I have Georgia to rely on, so I don’t really need to be here as much as I am, but I find myself enjoying getting to know all our guests.” 
 
    “You certainly have had an interesting mix while I’ve been here. I think I will miss this place when I move on.” 
 
    “And we’ll miss you. How much longer will you be with us?” 
 
    “I’m here through November. I might have extended my stay clear through the new year, but Georgia already has the rooms booked for every weekend in December. As it is, I will have been here nine weeks by the time I go, so I suppose it will be time.” 
 
    “Maybe you can come back for a visit when things slow down a bit.” 
 
    “I’d like that. I’ve lived my whole life as an academic. Never married or had children. My parents are long gone, and I was an only child. I never missed having family connections, but since I’ve been here and have had the chance to experience life in close proximity with others, I find I quite like it.” 
 
    “I have found that the folks who live in Holiday Bay really know what family means. And Georgia… well, having her here has made all the difference for me.” I leaned back and glanced out at the sea. “Have you ever considered moving to Holiday Bay? You could still travel and do the academic thing you so enjoy, but when you came home, there would always be people waiting who would be happy to see you.” 
 
    Gaylord’s face grew thoughtful. “That might be something to think about. Back when I was teaching, I thought of the university as my home, but now—now I feel displaced. A permanent change of scenery might be just the thing.” 
 
    “Where is it that you taught?” 
 
    “Bronte University.” 
 
    Now that couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it? “When did you teach there?” 
 
    “From 1980 to 2015.” 
 
    So he would have been there when Brian arrived for his freshman year. “Colt Wilder and I were recently discussing a missing persons case involving a Bronte University student named Brian Coswell. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “Of course. It was a big deal. All over the news. Bronte is an expensive private university. In other words, not always easy to attend. The students generally come from affluent families, so when something happens like a student going missing, it tends to make the news. The fact that the boy was on his way to a frat house when he disappeared made it more of a scandal.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “The boy who disappeared was not the usual sort of pledge you would find at that the particular fraternity. The frat was known for being exclusive. Not only did you have to be wealthy to be invited to join, but you were expected to have a certain look if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Good-looking and preppy?” 
 
    Gaylord smiled. “I had overheard some of the other professors talking, and it seemed that the only reason the guys from the frat were letting this particular boy anywhere near their house was because his grandfather was loaded, and his father, as well as two of his brothers, were frat brothers. It was suggested that they had been instructed by the national organization that they make an exception to their usual standards. When the boy turned up missing, it was rumored that it might have been the head of the frat at the university who helped him to disappear to maintain the purity of their house. Of course, all we ever had was that rumor. As far as I know, there never was any evidence to support it.” 
 
    “That is an interesting idea, though. Do you think it could be at all possible that someone killed this kid just to keep him from pledging a house where he didn’t fit in?” 
 
    “I’m not saying that is what happened, but I think it could have happened.” 
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    When I’d heard that eight-year-old Hannah Danson not only knew how to play the piano but actually participated in recitals, I’d been impressed. But when I heard how good she was… All I can say is that from the moment she hit the first key, I was totally mesmerized and amazed.  
 
    Georgia had done a wonderful job with her wine, cheese, and fruit selections. A quick glance around the room demonstrated that everyone was as impressed with Hannah as I was. Once she began to play, all the lingering conversations ceased.  
 
    I was happy to see that everyone we’d invited had shown up on time with the exception of Colt, who’d texted to let me know he was following up on a lead and would be late, though he still planned to be there by dinnertime if at all possible. I was anxious to talk to him about the conversation I’d had with Gaylord. If Brian had been killed by one of the members of the frat house, where might Wesley fit into it? He had to have been involved in Brian’s death; that was the only way his body being in his grave made any sense. Unless someone known to Wesley buried his victim in the grave without him knowing about it. I supposed that could be possible. Unlikely, but possible. 
 
    After Hannah had played several numbers, she stood up and bowed, and everyone applauded. I could see that the others in the room had been lulled into a trance by her music, but now that she’d stooped, groups formed and conversations picked up where they’d left off.  
 
    I was headed across the room to congratulate Hannah on a job well done when I was intercepted by Hannah’s mother.  
 
    “Thank you so much for inviting us here this evening. I can see that it meant a lot to Hannah to be treated so professionally. She’s been in recitals with other kids with everyone’s parents in attendance, but this is the first time she’s been the headliner, performing for people she doesn’t know, who all treated her so respectfully,” Faith said. 
 
    “It was my pleasure. Your daughter really is amazing. You said that your husband plays too?” 
 
    “He did when he was young. He can still pound out a Christmas carol with the best of them, but he never had the passion Hannah has. Adam’s mother would be so proud of her namesake for following in her footsteps.” 
 
    “How long has Adam’s mother been gone?” 
 
    “About ten years. She passed away shortly after my oldest son started school. We were on our way home from a back-to-school night when we got the call that she’d been diagnosed with cancer. She died just six months later.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Me too. She was an amazing woman. Kind and giving, as well as talented and hardworking. She loved the boys, but I know if she’d been here to meet Hannah, she would have bonded with her on a whole other level.”  
 
    “Hannah seems proud to have been named after her grandmother. Do they share any other features or talents?” I wondered. 
 
    “Actually they do.” Faith pulled two photos from her handbag. “This is Hannah when she was six, and this is a photo of Hannah’s grandmother when she was the same age. They could have been twins.” 
 
    “They do look an awful lot alike. I wonder if the similarities will continue as your Hannah matures.” 
 
    “I think so. Hannah’s grandmother had a twin sister we are very close to and see often. When my Hannah is with her Great-Aunt Heather, the similarities are even more pronounced.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Wait. Did you say Heather?” 
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    “That makes another successful inn event on the books,” Georgia said several hours later after everyone had left and it was just the two of us walking the bluff with the dogs.  
 
    “It was amazing. Everyone loved your meal, and of course, Hannah was spectacular. We’ll have to do it again sometime. I floated the idea by her and she seemed excited by the opportunity.” 
 
    “She is very mature for her age, and how crazy was it to figure out that her Grandma Hannah was very likely one of the two missing sisters of Dixie and Lily?” 
 
    “That was pretty amazing. Dixie and Lily will have a better feeling for things after they meet with Heather, but David did say that his first wife was adopted, so it seems likely that Heather and Hannah are the twin sisters Dixie hoped to find.” 
 
    “I hope she will let us know how things work out after she and Lily meet Heather.’ 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” I assured Georgia. “Do you know if Dixie ever figured out who sent her the journal?” 
 
    “She still has no idea. My feeling is that she’ll most likely never know. If the person wanted Dixie to know who she was, she would have signed the note.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true.” I paused. “It’s really amazing that Dixie was able to accomplish so much in such a short time. If Grandma Hannah does turn out to be Dixie’s sister, Dixie would be Adam’s aunt and young Hannah’s great-aunt.” 
 
    “It’s a crazy small world. I really enjoyed the evening.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry Colt never made it. I think he would have had fun it.” 
 
    “He would have, but solving Wesley Hamilton’s murder has to take precedence. I understand that. He said he’d try to call me later. I hope he does. I’m curious about what he’s on to.” 
 
    “I wonder if he is following up with Wesley’s murder or Brian Coswell’s. He has two cases that might be related but might not,” Georgia pointed out. 
 
    “It’s all a mystery,” I agreed. 
 
    “Speaking of mysteries, I spoke to Keith before he checked out this morning, and he swears that he heard someone moving around in the hallway last night, but when he opened the door to see who it was, the hallway was empty.” 
 
    “You don’t think we really have a ghost, do you?” I asked. 
 
    Georgia shrugged. “Someone or something is making a racket. I’m pretty sure every guest we’ve had in the past two weeks has commented on it.” 
 
    “And you never found evidence of rats?” 
 
    “No. I even had Lonnie take a look. He said if we had rats, we’d have droppings, which we don’t. I suppose we might have something else. A squirrel or a raccoon. If that is the case, they must be laying low during the day because it seems like the noises are only being heard at night. Late at night. Usually after midnight.” 
 
    “Maybe we do have a ghost. I suppose that wouldn’t be the worst thing. Haunted lodging properties are all the thing these days.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I still think I’d prefer the inn to be spook-free.” 
 
    “We should turn around and head back.” I called to Ramos and Molly, and both dogs came trotting over. 
 
    “It looks like a car just pulled onto the drive from the highway.” Georgia pointed to where headlights could be seen in the distance. 
 
    “I suppose someone might be lost. We don’t have anyone checking in this evening.” 
 
    “It might be someone looking for a room who decided to take a shot. I have unit one ready, but I hate to book it because we want to get started on the basement this week.” 
 
    “Whoever it is just pulled up to the cottage.” 
 
    “I bet it’s Colt.” 
 
    My heart gladdened. “I think it might be at that.” 
 
    He was waiting for us on our front porch when we arrived back at the cottage. Georgia took the dogs inside while I sat down next to Colt.  
 
    “So, what’s going on?” I asked, getting right to the point. 
 
    “I managed to get hold of Joe Putman, and he agreed to a phone interview.” 
 
    “Putman was Brian Coswell’s roommate, right?” 
 
    “He was. According to Putman, he was randomly paired with Brian as roommates and hadn’t known him before they moved into the dorm. He said that Coswell was a smart guy and was totally able to hang with the crowd in terms of academics, but he was socially awkward and had a hard time fitting in outside of the classroom.” 
 
    I knew all of this but let Colt continue without interruption. 
 
    “The two of them got on just fine, and they probably would have been fairly successful in navigating the college social scene together, but Coswell was determined to pledge a fraternity and not just any fraternity but the same one his father and brothers had. In theory, that might have worked out okay, but Putman said that Coswell was somewhat of a nerd; his word, not mine. As far as Putman was concerned, there was no way that he was ever going to make it past the front door of that particular frat house. Not only were the guys who lived there from wealthy and connected families, but they all looked like Ken dolls, which seemed to be the frat’s standard.” 
 
    “I Googled a photo of Brian, and he was no Ken doll.” 
 
    “Exactly. Putman confided that he figured that Coswell would show up at the first meet and greet, explain his intention to pledge, get shot down, and that would be that. But instead of being shot down, he was told to show up on the night he went missing at an orientation for pledges with family members who were brothers. Putman told me that when Coswell left the dorm, he was about as nervous as he’d ever seen anyone and that he thought he might be on something. Putnam didn’t know what, and he hadn’t seen Coswell do drugs before that, but he definitely seemed off that night, and he suspected that Coswell had taken something for courage.” 
 
    “Did he have any idea at all what happened after Brian left?” 
 
    “No. Coswell left on foot, and the dorm was about a mile from the frat house. It seemed obvious to Putnam that someone must have assaulted him somewhere between the two locations because no one at the frat house admitted to having seen him that night. Until Coswell’s body was found and identified in Holiday Bay, Putman was living with the uncertainty of exactly what had occurred. He still doesn’t have the answer to exactly what happened, but at least he now knows that Coswell really is dead and most likely died on that night, although even that hasn’t been verified.” 
 
    “It sounds like Brian didn’t even want to pledge the frat. I bet he was being pressured to by his father or brothers.” 
 
    “That was Putman’s take on it. He told me that Coswell admitted that he was the black sheep of the family. His father and brothers were good-looking, intelligent, and successful, while Brian took more after his mother, a redheaded beauty with a heart of gold but lacking the killer instinct. According to Putman, it seemed as if Brian’s father had been trying to get him to man him up since the moment he was born.” 
 
    “I feel bad for the guy. It sounds like someone from the frat house might have been the one to murder him, but how on earth did he end up in Wesley Hamilton’s grave?” 
 
    Colt paused before answering. “Blond-haired, blue-eyed, rich and well-connected Wesley Hamilton was the president of the frat when Brian Coswell pledged.” 
 
    Okay, suddenly things were beginning to make sense. “So are we thinking Wesley killed Brian to get him out of the way and then buried him in his own grave?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. Of course, all I have is a theory, and I’ll need more than that to even subpoena his college records, and even if I can prove that Wesley killed Coswell, that doesn’t answer the question of who killed Wesley. I would think Wesley’s death might be related to what happened to Brian but is it?” 
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    By Tuesday, the inn was virtually empty. Dixie and Holly had checked out with a promise to stay in touch and perhaps return for another visit as soon as they could arrange it, David and Barbara had gone home but had likewise talked about returning, and even Jeremy and Annabelle had cut this trip short in favor of heading back to his sister’s home, getting their affairs sorted out, and making the move to Holiday Bay sooner rather than later. Jeremy wanted to get Annabelle started in school as soon as possible, and now that Annabelle and Hannah were friends, that was what she wanted to do as well. Even Gaylord was off on one of his research trips, so Lonnie took advantage of the empty inn and brought a whole crew over to do what they could to get a foothold on the basement remodel. We had guests checking in on Friday for the weekend, so Lonnie promised to wrap things up for the week by the end of the day on Thursday.  
 
    Georgia was busy getting ready for the murder mystery dinner that would be held the following weekend, and Colt was in Rhode Island interviewing the staff at Bronte University. The two of us had spoken extensively the day before and agreed that solving Brian Coswell’s murder might go a long way toward solving Wesley Hamilton’s.  
 
    I was going to use the quiet time to make significant strides with my new novel. At least, I hoped that was the way things would work out. My book tour for The Death of Unmet Dreams was only three weeks away, and I hoped to have my work in progress off to my editor before that.  
 
    After three hours of starts and stops, I finally decided to take a break. I shut down my computer and wandered into the living area of the cottage, where I found Georgia sitting at the dining table working on her laptop.  
 
    “Done already?” she asked. 
 
    “Just taking a break. Now that I have nothing but time to work on my manuscript, I find that I’m unable to focus.” 
 
    “I hate it when things work out that way.” 
 
    I poured myself a fresh cup of coffee. “What are you working on?” 
 
    “The guest list for this weekend, as well as the one for the murder mystery dinner. It looks like the inn is going to be completely empty until Gaylord returns on Thursday evening. I asked him if he was going to need a meal when he returned and he said he’d just eat in town, so I won’t have to worry about meals or guests until Friday.” 
 
    “And who do we have checking in on Friday?” I sat down at the table across from my inn manager. 
 
    “The couple from Ireland we talked about earlier in the month is checking into unit one, a couple of newlyweds are checking into unit two, and Victor is returning and will be checking into unit three.” 
 
    Victor Vonda was a geologist who had stayed with us for a few days early on and had booked a room for the murder mystery dinner when he’d been here in August. “It’ll be good to see him again. What about Jeremy’s suite? He had originally planned to be here through the weekend. Is his suite still open?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I’m going to offer it to Lonnie and Lacy if they can get a babysitter. I’m sure they would enjoy some couple time, and Lacy mentioned how much she’d like to stay at the inn if she could afford it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll save it for them. Let me know if they won’t be using it and I’ll contact someone from the waiting list.” 
 
    “I will. And the other suites?” 
 
    “Gaylord, of course, is still occupying unit six and I need to confirm the reservation for unit four. I have a deposit from a couple who reserved the room last summer, but they still haven’t paid the balance and haven’t responded to my email. I’ll track them down today. If they aren’t going to make it for some reason, I’ll call the next name on my list. October has been a busy month. I could have filled double the number of rooms we have on the weekends.” 
 
    “Now if we can garner some interest during the week, we’ll really be in business.” 
 
    “I’m going to offer weekday specials after we get through the holidays. Right now, I’m happy to have some downtime between events.” 
 
    “I agree.” I stood up and walked to the sink. “We are going to be pretty busy between now and New Year’s. It’s probably best to ease into things to the extent we can.” 
 
    “It will be nice to have Jeremy on board. Lonnie showed up this morning with at least a dozen men. As long as the inn is vacant this week, he is going to go all out to get the plumbing, electrical, and framing done. He also mentioned that we should get flooring, granite, cabinets, and paint ordered as soon as possible. With the extra work time this week, he seemed to think he’d be ready for it sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I guess we could drive into Portland to check out the same place we got the granite for the other rooms. There was a paint store not far from there, and I’ll just order more of the same hardwood flooring we used in the rest of the house. I’d love to have Jeremy and Annabelle all moved in before Thanksgiving.” 
 
    “I’d like that as well.” Georgia shoved her laptop to the middle of the table. “I’ll change and go with you. We can have lunch while we’re out. We should discuss a color scheme. The natural light down there is going to be limited, so we should go with bright colors. Maybe white granite with light blue cabinets. We could do light blue on the walls with white trim. If we want to add variety, we could make one of the bedrooms a darker, rich blue.” 
 
    “I like the concept. Let’s check out the available granite first and take it from there.” 
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    Georgia and I shopped till we dropped but managed to get everything we needed ordered. Almost everything would be delivered the following week, so if Lonnie was able to get the framing, plumbing, and electrical in this week, he could jump right in with the cabinets and countertops. If not, we’d just store it in the carriage house, which hadn’t been used to store carriages for quite some time but was still a quaint accent to the property. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with the outbuilding in the long run, but for now, it worked well for storage.  
 
    “Let’s park in the public lot downtown and then we can walk around and look at the decorations while we decide where to eat,” Georgia suggested.  
 
    “That sounds like a good idea. I love what they’ve done with the gazebo in the park. When it is all lit up at night, it looks like a fairyland. Not that the lights on our own gazebo aren’t fantastic, but the one in the park is larger, so it makes more of an impact.” 
 
    “The town will be holding their own harvest event next weekend, so I suppose they want to get the place all decked out before then. I thought I might try to check it out on Sunday if I have time. I just love all the decorations the town put out. I feel like I’m living in Halloween Town.” 
 
    “I do love how the town goes all out for pretty much everything.” 
 
    “Oh, look here,” Georgia said, pulling me into a candy shop.  
 
    I inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of nuts and chocolate. The glass display cases were filled with a colorful selection of chocolates and other candies. “I love these little chocolate bats.” 
 
    “And the sugarcoated chocolate pumpkins,” Georgia added. “I’m going to have to get a few for Annabelle.” 
 
    “Do you think they will go stale before she gets back to Holiday Bay?” 
 
    Georgia sighed. “Yes, I guess they might. It is strange how much I miss her. She was only with us for a week, yet the inn feels empty without her.” 
 
    “She’ll be back for good soon. Maybe we should order some of these little Halloween truffles to serve to our guests over the weekend.” 
 
    “They are cute,” Georgia agreed. “We can just leave them out for folks to pick up when the mood strikes them. I think I’ll get the milk chocolate bats and ghosts to use as an accent to whatever dessert I decide to serve. They’d even be cute sticking out of the top of a scoop of ice cream.” 
 
    “I wonder if they have them in dark chocolate.” 
 
    “I’ll ask,” Georgia offered.  
 
    I moved around to the toffee and peanut brittle while Georgia headed to the counter to ask about the dark chocolate. Pausing to smile at two little boys who had their faces smooshed up against the display case while their mother placed an order left me with a feeling of longing in my heart. After almost two years, the pain of losing my son had dimmed, but I doubted it would ever go away completely. If Johnathan had lived, he’d be old enough now to take trick-or-treating this year. I was sure I would enjoy the Halloween Ball, but if given the chance, I would trade that for even a few minutes of trick-or-treating with the child I’d never been given the chance to really know. Would he have preferred dressing up as a cowboy? Or a firefighter? Or maybe a superhero? I supposed at two, I’d have as much input into his costume as he would, but I hoped I would have been the kind of mother who encouraged her son to choose what he wanted, not what I preferred. 
 
    “Okay, we’re all set,” Georgia said, walking up next to me. “I went ahead and bought the pumpkins for Annabelle. The woman at the counter said you can freeze them for up to three months.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll love them. Did they have the dark chocolate?” 
 
    “They did. I got some of both dark and milk chocolate. I figured I can use them as garnish all the way through Halloween.” 
 
    “So, where do you want to eat?” I asked after we left the overly warm store.  
 
    “Anywhere is fine. I wanted to stop at the costume shop. I still need a costume for the Halloween Ball, and I don’t want to leave it until the last minute.” 
 
    “There is that cute Italian place across the street from the costume shop. We’ll get our costumes, and then cross over and eat. Are you planning to go to the ball with Tanner?” 
 
    “Tanner will be there, but I planned to go with you. Colt gets called away a lot, and in the event he can’t make it, I didn’t want you to have to go alone. Having said that, if he can make it, we can all meet up for dinner beforehand and then head over to the ball from there.” 
 
    “You know that you don’t have to babysit me.” 
 
    Georgia looped her arm through mine, and we started down the street. “I know. I like to hang out with you. Besides, I’m still trying to figure out the whole Tanner thing. It’s easier to keep things in the friend zone. At least for now.” 
 
    “I get that. And to tell you the truth, I feel the same way about Colt.” Georgia and I paused at a cross street and waited for the traffic to clear before crossing. “Isn’t that Kendall Jared standing in front of the window at Hannigan’s Homegoods?” 
 
    “It is,” Georgia confirmed. “Should we offer our condolences?” 
 
    I wanted to decline, but I found myself saying yes instead. I’d been on the receiving end of way too many sorry-for-your-losses to be completely comfortable offering one myself.  
 
    “Kendall?” I said as we approached. 
 
    “Abby; Georgia. How are you?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I answered. “I’m sorry about Wesley.” 
 
    “Thank you. I guess I knew he was dead in the back of my mind. I mean, why else would he just disappear? But I guess there was a part of me that hung on to that last thread of hope that he’d be found alive until the very end.” Kendall’s gaze settled on me. “I understand that you were the one who found him or at least the one to think to look for him where he was found. How on earth did it occur to you to look for him in his own grave?” 
 
    “It was really just a fluke. In one of my first novels, one of the bodies is found in the cemetery. The scene popped into my mind while I was working on my work in progress. The idea sort of stuck in my mind, so I shared it with Colt, and he agreed to take a look.” 
 
    “Well, your hunch was right on. I don’t suppose you have another hunch about who might have put him there?” 
 
    I slowly shook my head. “I’m sorry, I don’t.” 
 
    “This not knowing is so aggravating. I’ve gone over things in my head again and again, and you know what I realized?” 
 
    “No. What did you realize?” 
 
    “The list of people who would have a motive to kill Wesley is long. Really long. What does that say about him? What does that say about me for planning to marry him? Mostly, I’m sad that he’s gone and that our wedding will never happen, but to be honest, the more I think about things, the more it is clear to me that perhaps I dodged a bullet.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I don’t suppose you have any theories about which individual from your long list might have been the one to actually kill him?” 
 
    Kendall slowly lifted one shoulder. “I don’t know. There are so many good candidates to choose from. If I had to choose one, though, I’d say the person with the most to gain was Oz.” 
 
    “Oswald Hamilton, Wesley’s cousin?” 
 
    “It makes sense. Not only did Oz inherit the majority of Wesley’s assets, but he also got the girl free and clear.” 
 
    “You mean Alisha?” 
 
    “I do. Sure, Alisha was dating Oz, but everyone knew she was sleeping with Wes too. Oz and I discussed the situation at length at the last family gathering. My approach was to pretend it wasn’t happening to avoid the conflict I knew making an issue of it would bring, but Oz isn’t a pretending sort of guy. He’s much more of a take-the-bull-by-the-horns-and-wrestle-it-to-the-ground sort of individual.” 
 
    “Did you know that Oz would inherit Wesley’s stock in the bank as well as the estate?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I thought it would go to Patrice because we weren’t married yet. I guess if I am honest with myself, it was always the money that attracted me to Wes. I don’t think I ever really loved him. Not as a person. What I loved was the lifestyle being married to him would bring. It is hard for me to admit that but I’ve had some time to think, and I realize it is true.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Georgia asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Patrice and I get along. She is staying in the house, and she wants me to stay as well. She gets lonely despite the fact that she has a houseful of servants. I know that one day I’ll want to find another guy and move on, but I think for now I’ll do as she wants and stay right where I am.” 
 
    Georgia and I chatted with Kendall for a few more minutes and then continued down the street. “So, what did you make of that?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not usually a fan of gold diggers, but at least she was honest. And it sounds like Wesley was using her as much as she was using him.” 
 
    “I had that same thought earlier, but using her for what? Sure, Kendall is beautiful, but there are a lot of beautiful women in the world, including Alisha, who it appears is the one Wesley was actually in love with. Why not just marry her? Why drag Kendall into it?” 
 
    “If you could figure out the answer to that, you could figure out the answer to everything else,” Georgia said. 
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    Lonnie and his crew had made a lot of progress on the basement apartment by the time Thursday rolled around. He had a lot of men working a lot of hours, which happily resulted in a much shorter time estimate. According to Lonnie, now that the noisy part of the work was done, the men should be able to continue to work during the week as long as unit one on the first floor wasn’t occupied. If that worked out, Jeremy and Annabelle would be able to move into their new home within a few weeks. The upcoming weekend was booked, as was the following one, but Georgia reported that only three rooms would be occupied during the week, so she’d just make sure the guests staying with us in addition to Gaylord were booked on the third floor. Lonnie didn’t see a problem with confining most of his crew to working between when breakfast was over and dinner began. So far, most of our guests, other than Gaylord, tended to go into town or to the national park during the daytime hours anyway.  
 
    “Did it rain last night?” I asked Georgia when I emerged into the main living area of the cottage. 
 
    “It did. Did you hear it?” 
 
    “No, but there were little muddy paw prints all over my bedspread this morning.” 
 
    Georgia frowned. “Did you take Molly out after the rain started?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. She was here the whole time.” I looked at Rufus. “The prints looked more like cat prints to me. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Georgia raised a brow. “Do you think Rufus got out somehow?” 
 
    “I don’t see how he could have, but there is no other way to explain the kitty-size mud prints on the bed.” I picked up the cat, and he started to purr. “You know, this might not have been the first time he managed to escape. Remember when I couldn’t find him last week?” 
 
    “I do remember that. But if he is getting out, how?” 
 
    “I don’t think any of the windows are open, and the last time I checked, even Rufus wasn’t able to open the door. Maybe there’s an open vent somewhere. I’ll take a look later. Right now, I need coffee.” 
 
    Georgia poured me a cup and asked about my plans for the day. 
 
    “I thought I’d go into town to chat with Colt,” I answered. “He texted me late last night to let me know he was home. I’m hoping he found some useful information in Rhode Island.” 
 
    “It does seem like the frat Brian Coswell was trying to pledge and Wesley being its president could be the key to things.”  
 
    I took a sip of my coffee. “I wonder if anyone else whose name has come up in connection to the two murder cases was attending the college the year that Brian went missing.” 
 
    “I suppose we could look it up easily enough. Do you know the name of the fraternity?” 
 
    “No. All I know is that he attended Bronte University in Rhode Island and graduated in 2010. Brian disappeared in the fall of 2009 when Wesley was a senior.” 
 
    Georgia logged onto her computer. “Give me a minute, and I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    “Do we have any of those pumpkin muffins left?” 
 
    “In the pantry. There are macadamia nut muffins as well.” She continued to type while I tried to make a choice. “I think I found something.” Georgia typed in some commands and pulled up a photo. “According to this, Wesley belonged to Beta Alpha Delta. He was president during his senior year, and get this, Oswald Hamilton was in charge of recruitment that year too.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware that Oz went to the same university as Wesley. I suppose it makes sense, though. They were the same age, and the Hamilton family might have ties to the school in some way. It is an expensive private college.” I scooted in close to Georgia. She turned the computer so we both could see the screen. “It looks like Wesley’s friend, Aston, was also a member of the same fraternity, as was Harris Covington.” 
 
    “Who is Harris Covington?” Georgia asked. 
 
    “The son of Bradford Covington, owner of Covington Properties.” 
 
    “The hotel and resort chain?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It looks like the fraternity catered to the sons of some of the richest men in the country. The Hamilton’s are wealthy, but I wouldn’t call them that rich,” Georgia pointed out. “At least not Bradford Covington rich.” 
 
    “That’s true. I’m actually sort of surprised to find Wesley and Oz among the others. Perhaps there is more to the story of who is sought out for membership in the fraternity and who is likely to be turned away.” 
 
    Georgia pointed at the screen. “See this guy standing in the background?” 
 
    I leaned in closer. The shot had been taken outdoors, in what looked to be a quad. The fraternity members were posed in a group, but a few people were milling around in the background. The man Georgia was pointing to did look sort of familiar, but I couldn’t place him from the photo. “Can you zoom in on him and maybe enlarge the photo a bit?” 
 
    Georgia did as I asked. 
 
    I leaned in even closer. “You know, that sort of looks like Ryan.” 
 
    Georgia frowned and leaned her head in next to mine. “It does look like Ryan.” She sat back and looked at me. “But it can’t be him. Right?” 
 
    “I suppose it could. He was in town to interview for the position of bank president, so I have to assume he has a higher education. The subject of where he went to college never came up, but I suppose it is possible he attended Bronte.” 
 
    “If that is Ryan and he did attend the same college as the man he came here to replace, that can’t be a coincidence. Could it?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Pull up a student roster. If he attended the college, his name should be on it.” 
 
    Georgia did as I suggested.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be darned. What would be the odds that Ryan went to the same school as Wesley at the same time and have him not be involved in one or both of the murders?” 
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    Luckily, Colt was in his office when I stopped by later that morning. He said he had news and I shared that I did as well, and he gestured for me to go first. Georgia had sent the photo to my phone. I wouldn’t be able to zoom in the way she had with her computer, so she’d printed a copy of the zoomed-in image. Ryan had told the other guests he was in town to interview for the position of bank president, and it had occurred to us that if Wesley owned most of the stock in the bank, firing him probably wasn’t an option. After some discussion, we’d settled on the theory that if Ryan was in town to interview for a post that had been advertised by the board, it must have the authority to fire the acting president with cause. But what if that theory was wrong? What if the board, or someone on it, was fed up with Wesley’s ways and had found a way to get him out of the equation for good? What if this same someone headhunted Ryan so that the minute Wesley was out of the way, there’d be someone ready to take over? What if Ryan was in on the whole thing? Dang, I hoped not. He had seemed so nice. I was looking forward to sharing the town I’d come to love with him. 
 
    As I told Colt the story and then showed him the photo, his expression tightened. I had a feeling that his news wasn’t going to make things better.  
 
    “You aren’t entirely surprised by this,” I said as soon as I finished sharing most of the information I’d gathered.  
 
    “No. Not entirely. While I was in Rhode Island, I managed to speak to several staff members at the university, as well as a couple of alumni who’d attended at the same time Wesley did. By the time my trip had come to an end, I’d pretty much decided that both Brian Coswell and Wesley’s deaths were tied to the university. I wasn’t sure how exactly, but that seemed to be the direction the investigation was heading. Now I’m not so sure. It does look as if Wesley, or someone else at the fraternity, was being pressured to accept Coswell as a pledge despite the fact that he didn’t fit its profile, so they killed the poor kid to prevent it from happening. Coswell’s father is not only a wealthy alum but a regular donor to the university as well. There is even a hall on campus named after him. I spoke to one of the administrators, who unofficially shared with me that there was some unwritten understanding that all the Coswell’s sons would be offered admittance to the college, which they did qualify and pay for, and would be offered membership in Beta Alpha Delta as well. With the two older sons, it wasn’t a problem. They fit the profile for the fraternity to a T. Then Brian came along. He had the smarts to excel academically at the university, but he lacked the appearance and social skills to make it as a Beta Alpha Delta. According to one of the fraternity brothers I spoke with, who wished to remain anonymous, Wesley and some of the others were furious that they were being strong-armed into accepting him into the fold. They initially refused. Then the university president came back at them with a list of infractions he’d overlooked to that point and threatened to shut the frat down. My source revealed that it was actually Oswald who came up with the idea of scaring the kid away by requiring him to go through an initiation rite so horrific that he would be the one to quit and they would be off the hook. The frat didn’t want to put all their pledges through the same hazing, so they told Brian that he’d been invited to a private initiation for pledges who had family members who were brothers.” 
 
    “So, what happened? Did they outright kill Brian or was the hazing so bad that that was what killed him?” 
 
    “My source didn’t know. He wasn’t part of the hazing. He was a junior at the time, and as far as he knew, only seniors were involved in whatever went down.” 
 
    I leaned forward and rested my forearms on the desk in front of me. “Okay, so this poor kid heads out for what he believes will be an orientation or initiation of some sort and winds up dead by the end of the night. We know he ended up in Wesley’s grave, so whoever decided to bury him there must have known about the gravesite. I suppose that could have been Wesley, but it also could have been Oz or even Ashton, who was also in the photo.” 
 
    He crossed his arms across his chest. “I think the key to figuring out who killed Coswell is to figure out who killed Wesley. We know that Oz had a lot to gain with the death of his cousin. He also was a member of the fraternity and a senior. Being a Hamilton, he would have known about the gravesite, so he could have been the one who decided to bury Coswell there. Coincidentally, he was also a member of the board of trustees of the Bank of Holiday Bay, even before he inherited the stock. He could have convinced someone like Ryan that he was acting on behalf of the entire board when he headhunted him for Wesley’s replacement.” 
 
    “Of course, Ryan could have been in on the whole thing. It didn’t look like he belonged to the fraternity based on the photo, but he was a student at the university.’ 
 
    “He was, and he may very well have been involved,” Colt said.  
 
    I sat for a minute to let my mind process everything. There were too many variables to nail down a single suspect yet. We needed something unique and specific. “What about the car that was in the bank parking lot the evening Wesley went missing? The dark sedan with the partial plate I found in Georgia’s photos?” 
 
    “There are a lot of dark blue or black sedans with license plates beginning with W and ending in 10. We don’t even know how many digits are between them, although based on the placement, I am guessing three.” 
 
    “Do you have a list?” 
 
    Colt nodded.  
 
    “If you want, I can take it home and look for anything that stands out. I can’t guarantee anything will stand out, but maybe I’ll remember seeing a specific set of numbers and letters somewhere.” 
 
    Colt slipped the list into the copier. “It couldn’t hurt to get another set of eyes on it.” 
 
    “It’s really sad that one of the reasons we are having such a hard time pinning down Wesley’s killer is because there are so many people with reasons to want him dead. In fact, I don’t think I’ve spoken to a single person who has shown genuine remorse that he was murdered.” 
 
    “I’ve had the same experience. Even the people I spoke to at the university seemed indifferent to the fact that this particular alum had been murdered. The man was arrogant and self-involved to the point of being a narcissist.” 
 
    My thoughts returned to Ryan. “Have you spoken to Ryan?” I asked. “It would be interesting to see exactly who he’d spoken to prior to applying for the job at the bank.” 
 
    “I tried calling him, but he didn’t answer. I left a message, letting him know I needed to speak to him, but he hasn’t called back.” 
 
    I stood up slowly. “I’ll let you get back to work. I’m free later, though, if you want to go to dinner or something. Georgia has plans with Tanner, and the inn is totally empty, so I’m on my own this evening.” 
 
    “I’d like to have dinner. I’ll text you later, and we can work out the details.” 
 
    I left Colt’s office and headed to the post office to pick up a package that I’d been notified needed a signature. They’d tried delivering it to the house, but I’d been out so I’d said I’d come by to pick it up. I hadn’t ordered anything valuable enough to require a signature, so I couldn’t imagine what it might be. Maybe my sister, Annie, had sent me something. We’d been estranged when I moved to Holiday Bay, but she’d come for the inn’s grand opening this summer, and while we’d spent very little time together, I knew in my heart that our relationship was on the mend. When she’d left, she’d mentioned having some things of our grandmother’s that she wanted me to have. Maybe she’d finally gotten around to sending them. 
 
    The package was about the size of a bread box and fairly heavy. There wasn’t a return address, but the postmark was from San Francisco, so it appeared my hunch about the sender was correct. I signed the form required, carried the box to the car, and continued on to the bank. I’d managed to get the form the teller had given me for direct deposit of royalties from my first publisher all filled out and signed, so I wanted to drop it off before I forgot about it. 
 
    “Good morning, Martha,” I said to the teller. “I have that form you gave me for direct deposits.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I think you will find that a lot easier than collecting up and bringing in all those little checks.”  
 
    “I agree. When I moved to Holiday Bay, I’d made arrangements for direct deposit for all my major sources of income, but I still have a few small ones still hanging out there.” 
 
    “Would you like to make a deposit today?” 
 
    “A withdrawal.” I handed her the form. I turned slightly and noticed a group of men and women in a conference room just down the hallway from the lobby. “It looks like you have something important going on.” 
 
    “The board is meeting. There are two open seats, so the existing board members are speaking to the candidates before voting on whether to add them or not.” 
 
    “So that is how the board is populated, by a vote from existing board members?” 
 
    “That’s the way they’ve done it ever since I’ve been here. The board doesn’t have a big turnover, so replacements aren’t needed all that often. Having two open seats is sort of a big deal.” 
 
    “I know that Oswald Hamilton was a board member even before he inherited Wesley’s stock, and I also know he is a stockholder. Are all the board members stockholders?” 
 
    “I’m not certain. I don’t think that being a stockholder is a requirement, but it might be. I suppose there are folks you could ask if you were really interested.” 
 
    I accepted the cash Martha had counted out. “I haven’t seen Nick around for a while. Is he taking a vacation?” 
 
    “Actually, he took a leave of absence and went to visit his brother. I guess he decided that enough was enough with all the changes. He was especially upset about what Mr. Hamilton was doing to poor Sam. Those of us who work here know that his son really didn’t miss those payments. I’m not sure how he did it, but young Mr. Hamilton found a way to falsify his payment history. The man was a real snake.” 
 
    “Do you think Sam might have killed Wesley in retaliation?” 
 
    Martha paused. “I don’t think that Sam is the sort to kill a man, but I guess you never know what someone will do when their baby is threatened, and he does have all those knives, and he certainly knows how to use them.” 
 
    “I suppose that is true enough.” I slipped the cash in my wallet. “I hope Nick comes back. He has a lot of years invested in the bank, and in the community.” 
 
    “I hope so too, darlin’. I hope so too.” 
 
    From the bank, I headed out into the parking area. As I walked toward my car, I saw a black sedan with a license number reading WIZ 10 in the space reserved for the bank president. I pulled out the list of license plates Colt had given me. Bingo. It seemed I’d found the killer.  
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    “So the license plate on the vehicle you suspect was being driven by the individual speaking to Wesley in the bank parking lot on the night he disappeared belongs to his cousin, Oswald?” Georgia asked as she got ready for her date with Tanner that night. 
 
    “Yes and no. The plate is registered to Wizard Financial, which is an investment firm owned by Oswald Hamilton. Colt eventually would have figured it out, I’m sure, once he’d had time to dig into the long list of names. If Oswald Hamilton’s name had been on the list instead of the firm’s, it would have registered with Colt right away.” 
 
    “Has he arrested Oswald?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. When I last spoke to him, he was heading over to the bank to talk to him. I suppose even if Colt can prove that Oswald and Wesley spoke on the night he disappeared, that still wouldn’t prove that Oswald killed either Wesley or Brian Coswell. He does make sense as the killer, however. He had the most to gain by Wesley’s death, he was a brother in the fraternity Brian was trying to pledge when he died, and it looks like he may have been the last person to see Wesley alive.” 
 
    Georgia held a red dress up in front of herself as she stood before the mirror. “It does seem like you have your guy. Now Colt just has to prove it.” She tossed the dress onto the bed and went back to the closet. 
 
    “Yeah. That will be the hard part. But Colt is a smart guy. He’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Georgia plucked a dark forest green dress from her closet and held it up the same way she had the other five dresses she’d chosen and discarded.  
 
    “I like the green,” I said.  
 
    “It is a nice shade, and I haven’t worn it in ages. I guess I’ll go with it.” 
 
    “Are you and Tanner going somewhere special? You don’t usually put this much time into picking a dress.” 
 
    “We are having dinner at the steakhouse. I’m sure any of the dresses I’ve selected and discarded will be fine. I’m not sure why I’m so nervous. Tanner and I are friends. We have dinner all the time. I’m sure tonight is no big deal.” 
 
    “You’ve noticed a shift.”  
 
    “Shift?” Georgia began hunting around in her closet for shoes. 
 
    “A shift from being friends to being something more. You might not be willing to admit it even to yourself, but deep down, you know in your heart that you and Tanner are on the verge of leaving the friend zone.” 
 
    Georgia crossed the room and sat on the bed. “You think so?”  
 
    “That’s how it looks to me.” 
 
    Georgia fell back onto the bed, covering her eyes with her arm. 
 
    “Tanner is a nice guy,” I added. “You enjoy spending time with him, and he appears to enjoy spending time with you. So feelings between the two of you have changed and developed over the past ten months. That’s natural. I don’t see why you are fighting the natural progression of things.” 
 
    Georgia removed the arm from her eyes and looked at me. “I’m fighting the natural progression? What about you and Colt?” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    Georgia sat up. “No. It isn’t. I have feelings for Tanner, and you have feelings for Colt, but we’ve both been through a lot. We’re scared to let anyone in. I’m not saying that is a healthy way to approach the men in our lives, but it is natural that we might feel that way.” 
 
    I took Georgia’s hand in mine. “You’re right. I’m sorry for pushing. You’ll let Tanner in if and when you are ready, and I’ll do the same with Colt.”  
 
    A look of panic crossed Georgia’s face, followed by a slight lifting of the corners of her lips. “I think I am ready. I’ve been struggling with this for a while now, but I think one of the reasons I’m so nervous tonight is because I do know somewhere inside that this is the night I take that step out of the friend zone.” She looked directly at me. “Am I nuts?” 
 
    “Not at all. I know this will sound like a cliché, but just follow your heart and let it take you where it leads.” 
 
    After Georgia left, I headed over to the inn to make sure it was locked up. Lonnie and his crew had left, and Gaylord had called to let Georgia know he wouldn’t be returning until the next day, so I was totally alone on the property. That didn’t happen very often. When I’d first arrived at the house on the bluff, I’d welcomed the quiet, but now I found it sort of unnerving to be way out here on the bluff all by myself. Of course, I did have Ramos and Molly trotting along beside me. Rufus hadn’t made an appearance when I’d left the cottage, but he often didn’t.  
 
    My plans with Colt had been put on hold because he was still busy with Oswald Hamilton, so once I entered the main house, I went to the refrigerator in the kitchen in search of something to eat. I was standing and staring at the food inside when I heard a noise coming from upstairs. I didn’t think that anyone else was here, but maybe Gaylord had returned this evening after all. Of course, I hadn’t seen his car in the drive, so the noise most likely couldn’t be attributed to his return. 
 
    I walked from the kitchen into the dining room. I paused and listened. At first, I didn’t hear anything, but then I heard a rattling. It was windy this evening, so I supposed that someone, perhaps one of the workmen, had left a window open. I slowly headed to the staircase, making sure Ramos and Molly were close by. I didn’t really believe in ghosts, but as I climbed the stairs one at a time, my thoughts gravitated toward the numerous guest reports of noises in the hallway and actually found myself wondering.  
 
    At the landing of the second story, I found the items that had been on the table display scattered on the floor. The window at the end of the hallway was closed up tight, so it didn’t seem like the wind could have disturbed them. I opened the door of unit two and looked around. Nothing looked to have been disturbed here, so I continued on to look inside unit three. I was about to close its door when I heard a crash overhead. I probably should have left the inn and called Colt at once, but instead, I found myself climbing the stairs to the third floor. The minute I arrived on the landing there, I spotted a glass vase, the water and flowers that had been inside it, spilled on the floor. I heard a scurrying noise, and it occurred to me once again that we really did have rodents of some sort, although Lonnie had looked and not found any traces of either rats or squirrels. Heading toward the third-floor linen closet, I grabbed some towels and mopped up the mess, then tossed the glass and flowers in a wastebasket and went back downstairs. Lonnie had left some humane traps that I hadn’t wanted to use while the guests were here, but now that the inn was empty, I thought I’d set them out to see if I couldn’t manage to trap the “ghost” everyone was talking about. 
 
    After setting up traps in both the second- and the third-floor hallways, I grabbed a couple pieces of fruit from the fridge and headed back to the cottage. Rufus was curled up on the sofa when I got there, so I curled up next to him and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    When I woke quite a few hours later, it was dark, and Rufus was gone. He’d probably decided to go into the bedroom. According to the clock on the microwave, it was after one a.m. I glanced toward Georgia’s bedroom door. It was still open, indicating she hadn’t come home. Good for her. I really believed that she and Tanner would be good together. I hoped it worked out. Unfolding myself from my uncomfortable position on the sofa, I headed to bed. I expected to find Rufus asleep on his pillow, but he wasn’t there.  
 
    “Rufus. Where are you?” I called. 
 
    I listened but didn’t hear a thing. I continued to call for him as I searched the closet, bedroom, kitchen, and even Georgia’s bedroom. The cat was gone. I remembered the muddy paw prints and wondered once again if Rufus had found a way to get out of the cottage. The exterior doors and windows were closed, but I did feel a breeze. I turned on the overhead lights and tried to figure out where it was coming from. It seemed to be from my closet, which was odd. There weren’t any windows or doors inside it. What there was, though, I realized, after following the breeze, was an overhead door to a crawl space between the ceiling and the roofline. I remembered that Lonnie had crawled up a couple of weeks ago to take a look at the electrical wiring when the lights were flickering. He’d pulled the board back over the opening, but not all the way. The space left between the board and the wall looked too small for a cat Rufus’s size to squeeze through, but apparently, where there was a will there was a way. There was no other explanation for how Rufus could have been getting out. 
 
    It was late, so I decided to just go to bed. If Rufus had been getting out, he’d also been getting back in. Once he returned, I’d secure the door to the crawl space and put an end to his late-night walkabouts. Imagine my surprise when I awoke in the morning to find the pillow beside my head as empty as it had been when I’d finally fallen into bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as I realized Rufus had not returned, I jumped up in a panic. I threw on some clothes, called to Ramos and Molly, and headed outside to look for him. I walked around the property, calling his name, but he didn’t appear. I’d never forgive myself if I’d gone to bed while he was out and something had happened to him. Lonnie and his crew weren’t coming today because guests would be checking in, so I didn’t think Rufus could be in the big house. Still, after looking everywhere else, I grabbed the keys and went in that direction. When I entered the kitchen, I was greeted by an awful cry. 
 
    “Rufus,” I said, running toward what sounded like a cat being murdered. I ran toward the stairs and then froze when I reached the second-story landing. Not only were all the decorations I’d put back last evening on the floor again, but it appeared I’d caught our ghost. 
 
    “Rrow,” Rufus screamed when he saw me standing there, staring at him. 
 
    “Hang on.” I hurried forward. “Just give me a minute.” I worked the latch and opened the door. Rufus shot out of the trap, scrambled down the stairs, and disappeared as if he had a ghost chasing him.  
 
    I stood up and then headed toward the stairs myself. I’d figured out how Rufus had been getting out of the cottage, so I’d have Lonnie look for a similar vent or opening where he could have been getting into the house. Given the look of indignation and terror on the cat’s face, I doubted our ghost would be back, but I’d call Lonnie and have him plug up the hole this morning if he was free, just to be certain.  
 
    When the dogs and I returned to the cottage, Rufus was sitting curled up on his pillow on my bed. I secured the door to the crawl space while I was thinking of it, then picked up the cat to offer him some comfort. Physically, he was fine; emotionally, I think he was more than just a bit freaked out.  
 
    “See what happens when you play with the decorations? I told you to leave them alone.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess they were pretty tempting. Your escape hatch has been closed, so your late-night play sessions have come to an end. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    I set Rufus on the floor, and then fed all three animals. I’d yet to have my coffee, so I made a pot of that as well. While it was brewing, I texted Lonnie to let him know that I’d trapped our “ghost” and asked if he could look around for a vent or crawl space leading to the exterior of the house that Rufus could have been using to get in and out. 
 
    Georgia came wandering in by the time I was on my second cup of coffee. I was tempted to ask her about her evening, but my sense was that she needed time to process it herself before talking about it; so instead, I shared the tale of “The Ghost of The Inn at Holiday Bay.”  
 
    “I can’t believe it’s been Rufus the whole time. I would think someone would have seen him at some point.” 
 
    “I guess he must have hidden beneath or behind something whenever anyone came out into the hallway to check on the noise he was making. He’s been so fascinated with the decorations ever since we put them up. I should have guessed it was him playing with the darn things.” 
 
    “We had no way of knowing that he was getting out.” Georgia reached over and scratched him behind the ears. “You little bugger. Look at all the problems you’ve caused.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    I’d like to think he was saying he was sorry, but he didn’t sound repentant in the least.  
 
    “I have check-ins today, so I need to shower and get going. What are your plans?” Georgia asked. 
 
    “I’m going to call Colt to see how things went with Oswald, and then I think I’ll go over to the florist to find replacements for the flowers our ghost destroyed. I’m sorry to say that the big blue vase you like so much was one of the casualties.” 
 
    “Rufus!” Georgia looked directly at him. “That vase was one of a kind.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know you’re sorry.”  
 
    “I’ll see if I can find a replacement vase while I’m out. Do you need me to pick up anything else?” 
 
    “I rented extra linens for the dinner party tomorrow night if you want to pick them up. I also have an order that should be waiting to be picked up at the butcher’s. I’ll call to confirm it is ready, but it should be. I put the order in over a week ago, though when I called yesterday to confirm, there was no answer, which was weird.” 
 
    “Did you place your order with the butcher on Third Street?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “That’s Sam Trotter’s place.” 
 
    Georgia stared at me with a blank look. 
 
    “Sam Trotter’s son was the one who was being evicted by Wesley. Before Oswald Hamilton became the prime suspect in Wesley’s murder, Sam was one of the suspects.” 
 
    “I do remember that. I guess I just didn’t put it together that the guy from the butcher shop where I’d placed my order and the one you’d identified as a possible suspect in Wesley’s murder was the same man.” 
 
    “The last I heard, Sam left town in the middle of the night, and the shop is closed. I’ll check it out, but if you had a large order with Sam, you might want to start thinking about a plan B.” 
 
    Georgia headed into her bedroom, and I called Colt.  
 
    He answered on the first ring. “I was just about to call you. I’m sorry about last night.” 
 
    “No problem. I totally understand. How did things go with Oswald?” 
 
    “At first he denied everything, but eventually, he admitted that the seniors from the fraternity created a hazing meant to scare Brian Coswell off, but something went wrong, and the kid ended up dead. He said the six brothers involved made a pact never to tell anyone what had happened. He also said it was Wesley’s idea to bury the body in his own grave. He figured that no one would find him there, and as long as there was no body, no one could prove that Coswell was even dead.” 
 
    “Okay, so Brian’s death was an accident that was caused by a cruel attempt to scare the guy off. That actually makes sense. I still think that bringing his body all the way to Holiday Bay to bury him was way over the top. But if Brian’s death was an accident, his death wasn’t directly connected to Wesley’s death, so why did his cousin kill him? For the money?” 
 
    “Oswald didn’t kill him. Or at least I don’t think he did. He claims he was in town to meet with some of the other trustees in private about staging a mutiny and pushing Wesley out, given the fact that his business practices were driving customers away. He admitted to soliciting Ryan to apply for the job. They had met in college and become friends, and Oswald knew the only way the board would all band together to get rid of Wesley would be if there was someone else they all approved of waiting in the wings to replace him. On the evening that Wesley was last seen, Oswald was passing by the bank and saw him alone in the parking lot. He appeared to be having car trouble, so Oswald pulled in to see if he needed assistance. Wesley’s car wouldn’t start, so Oswald offered him a ride. He said he dropped him off at the home of one of his customers, a man named Anderson, who he planned to serve with eviction papers. Wesley told him he’d have a friend pick him up from there.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Wesley was going to personally serve eviction papers? Don’t most banks hire people to do that?” 
 
    “They do, but according to Oswald, Wesley got off on crushing folks he considered to be beneath him, so he served as many eviction papers personally as he had time to. Anderson went to high school here in town and was a bit of a bully, so Wesley was extra enthusiastic about foreclosing on his home.” 
 
    “So, if all of that is true, Anderson must have killed him.” 
 
    “Could be. I’m still looking into it.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip as I processed this information. “Do you know for certain that Oswald was telling the truth?” 
 
    “It seems he might have been. Wesley’s car was towed to the impound lot after it was found abandoned in the bank parking lot, but no one ever thought to try starting it. After I spoke to Oswald, I called the lot and asked them to do so. They verified that the car had an electrical problem and would not have started on the night Wesley was last seen.” 
 
    “So maybe Oswald tampered with the car beforehand. Maybe he didn’t just happen by but staged the whole thing.” 
 
    “I’m looking into that possibility. I’m heading over to speak to Mr. Anderson right now. I’m hoping that he’ll be able to shed some light on what happened that night. I’ll try to call you later.”  
 
    I hung up with Colt, gathered up the items I’d need, and headed into town. My first stop was the florist. I needed to buy new flowers to replace the ones the cat had destroyed, and I needed to order a centerpiece for the table. Luckily, Connie had a good supply of fall flowers in stock. The bouquets would be made to order when I’d selected the flowers, size, and general shape. I figured I’d pay for them now and pick them up on my way home.  
 
    “If you are looking for something with a fall flare, I have these pumpkin vases. The bouquet can be filled with any flowers you choose, but here is an example.” 
 
    Connie showed me a beautiful arrangement of flowers in various shades of red, orange, yellow, and brown. The Styrofoam pumpkin had a waterproof liner to allow for watering. It really was festive given the time of year. “I’ll take four. Maybe mix the flowers up a bit for variety. I like these tall ones you have in the back.” 
 
    “I’ll make up something you’ll love. Do you need anything else today?” 
 
    “No. I’m heading to the butcher to check on an order. I’ll swing by and pick these up in a few hours.” 
 
    “That should work. I’ll ring these up, and then you can be on your way.” 
 
    When I arrived at the butcher shop, I was dismayed to find that it was still closed. From the sign in the window letting folks know that they’d be closed until further notice, I didn’t get the feeling it would be reopening any time soon. There was a good butcher in the next town over. I could drive north, buy the meat Georgia needed, drop it off at the inn, and then come back into town to pick up the flowers. Deciding that was the best plan, I called Georgia and asked her to phone the butcher to confirm that he had the meat she’d need. If he did, she could place the order, and I’d go pick it up. 
 
    While I was waiting to hear back from Georgia, I decided to stop by to pick up the linens Georgia had rented for tomorrow night’s dinner. The rental place was on the edge of town in what I thought of as the warehouse district. Don’t get me wrong: Holiday Bay doesn’t have much of a warehouse district, but there were a few square blocks of buildings that could be considered to be warehouses, strategically placed all together. It was while I was chatting with the man who owned the rental business that a suspect I had never considered before came to mind. 
 
    “It looks like you have expanded into yard and construction equipment.” I nodded toward a one-man minitractor with a backhoe, grater, and rototiller that looked like the sort of thing even a backyard farmer might be able to use. 
 
    “That little toy is going to earn me a lot of money. It’s small enough to be towed by almost any vehicle and simple enough to operate that it doesn’t require any special training.” 
 
    “Can you dig postholes with it? I’ve been thinking about putting a small fence around an area at the back of the lot to use as a vegetable garden.” 
 
    “Postholes, ponds, drainage ditches. Any sort of hole you might want.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” I signed for the tablecloths. “We’ll return these on Monday.” 
 
    “Monday is fine.” 
 
    After returning to the car, I called Colt. “How exactly did Wesley die?” I asked, dispensing with the pleasantries.” I knew where he was buried, but I’d never thought to ask how he’d died. 
 
    “He was stabbed to death. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I was just curious. I need to run; I have a million errands to complete today. Do you want to get together for dinner later?” 
 
    “I’d like that. I’ll call you when I’m done here.” 
 
    Georgia had left me a message while I was inside, letting me know that she’d gotten hold of the butcher and put in an order that would be ready to be picked up by the time I got there. I started my car and headed in that direction but then found myself taking a small detour to check out a theory.  
 
    When I arrived at the bank, Martha wasn’t in her usual place behind the counter. “Is Martha in?” I asked. 
 
    “She took a sick day today,” another woman answered. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “No. I had a personal question for Martha. I’ll try her at home.” 
 
    Everyone in town knew that Martha lived just a few blocks from the bank. During the summer and fall, she usually walked to and from work. Her car was in the drive, so I hoped that meant she was home. I parked on the street and walked up the front path to the door. I knocked twice before she answered. 
 
    “Abby. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I know you are out sick today, but I needed to speak to you. It’s important. Can I come in?” 
 
    Martha looked like she was going to refuse but then stepped aside and allowed me to enter. She certainly didn’t look sick, but I supposed one could need a sick day even if they weren’t at death’s door.  
 
    “How can I help you?” she asked after indicating that I should have a seat on the sofa. 
 
    “I wanted to chat with you some more about Wesley Hamilton’s death. Colt has hit a bit of a dead end, so I’m helping him reinterview some of the key witnesses,” I said, stretching the truth just a bit.  
 
    “I’m hardly what you’d call a key witness. I left at five thirty, and Mr. Hamilton was still at the bank. I never saw him again.” 
 
    “I know, but you’ve worked at the bank longer than anyone else. You have a unique insight that others might not.” 
 
    Martha smiled. “Yes, that is true. I’ve worked at the Bank of Holiday Bay since before Wesley was even born. There is nothing that goes on there that I don’t know about.” 
 
    “I understand that on the day he disappeared, Wesley went to the home of Tate Anderson to serve eviction papers.” 
 
    Martha’s mouth tightened. “Yes. That is true. It was sickening how much joy the spoiled brat got from inflicting pain on others. Mr. Jasper Hamilton was such a good man. A kind and giving man. I simply do not understand how he ended up with a son like Wesley.” 
 
    “Do you think it is possible that Mr. Anderson killed Wesley when he showed up on his doorstep with the eviction papers?” 
 
    “What?” Martha looked genuinely shocked. “Of course not. Mr. Anderson is about as kind a man as any I’ve met. Not that he wouldn’t have been justified if he had decided to take a knife to the man’s gut, but I’m sure he didn’t.” 
 
    There it was again. The reference to Wesley being stabbed. I was sure that the cause of death hadn’t been in any of the news stories I’d read.  
 
    “You also made a comment about Sam having the knives to have stabbed Wesley. I wasn’t aware that his cause of death had been made public.” 
 
    Martha paled. “I’m sure I saw somewhere that he’d been stabbed. Or maybe someone who came into the bank told me as much.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” I paused and let the conversation settle just a bit. I could see how nervous Martha really was. “I was just over at the rental place. I noticed that they’ve expanded into yard equipment.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Nick helped him with the loan for the new equipment. Nick thought the ability to rent items such as the tractor and rototiller would benefit the entire community. He even borrowed the little tractor to work on a drainage line from his basement. It really is a handy and easy-to-use little piece of equipment.” 
 
    “I suppose the tractor could even be used to dig a hole. Perhaps even a grave.” 
 
    Martha frowned. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that perhaps the real reason Nick left town was because he killed Wesley and then used the little tractor he rented to bury him in his own grave.” I hoped that blaming Nick would get Martha to admit what I wanted her to.  
 
    “Nick didn’t do anything. None of this is his fault. Nick is a kind and gentle man who would never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Okay. Then if Nick didn’t kill Wesley, what really happened?” 
 
    Martha hesitated.  
 
    “I know that Nick rented the little tractor the same day Wesley was buried in the grave,” I added, even though I knew no such thing.  
 
    “Nick didn’t kill Wesley. He would never do that, no matter how desperately that man needed to be stopped. Do you know that Tate Anderson has three children under the age of five? Do you know that he’s had to take on three jobs just to make ends meet ever since his wife was in a car accident and had to take time away from work? He was only a few months late on his mortgage. He would have caught up as soon as he was able.” 
 
    “What happened, Martha? Did you kill Wesley to stop him from evicting Mr. Anderson?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. The whole thing just got out of hand.” 
 
    “What whole thing?” 
 
    Martha bowed her head. I could see the tears that were running down her cheek.  
 
    “What whole thing, Martha?” 
 
    “Mr. Hamilton called me that night. I’d already gone home, but he was having car trouble and wanted me to pick him up at the Anderson place. I guess someone had dropped him off there so he could evict him, but when he arrived, Mr. and Mrs. Anderson were out and the kids were with a babysitter. I hated to do a favor for the man, but he was my boss, so I agreed to go get him. I picked him up, and he told me that he needed to get some paperwork from the bank and asked if I could take him there and wait and then drive him home. I was reluctant, but I agreed. While we were at the bank, I went inside to see if a file I’d been waiting for had come in. That was when I heard Mr. Hamilton on the phone. He was talking to someone about providing fake documentation to make certain that Sam Trotter would cooperate and sell his store to the bank so the bank could turn around and sell the whole block to the developer. When Mr. Hamilton hung up, I confronted him about what I’d heard. I told him that I was going to tell the board what he was up to, and he threatened me. He tried to grab my arm, but I ran. Somehow, I ended up getting myself trapped in the employee break room. I’m still not sure what happened then. He lunged for me, I picked up a big knife we’d used to cut the birthday cake the other employees had bought for me, and the next thing I knew, Mr. Hamilton was on the floor with a knife in his chest.” 
 
    “It sounds like an accident, or maybe even self-defense. Why didn’t you call 9-1-1?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was scared. I called Nick, and we came up with the idea of burying him and then acting like we had no idea what had become of him. Nick used the little tractor to dig the hole and then fill it in, and then he helped me clean up the blood.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. “What made you think to bury him in his own grave?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “You wrote it in one of your books. I think it was either Under a Pumpkin Moon or maybe When Daffodils Die. I remembered that in the story, the victim was buried in his own grave.” 
 
    “Yes, I did write that in Under a Pumpkin Moon. The scene in that book is what caused me to suggest to Colt that we should look for Wesley there.” 
 
    “I should have known you might figure it out.” 
 
    “You know you will need to tell all of this to Colt.” 
 
    Martha blew out a breath. “I know. I’m sorry I killed the man, but I’m not sorry he’s gone. In a year’s time, he had completely destroyed what his daddy had spent a lifetime building. He put families out on the street and destroyed lives. He didn’t deserve what he had.” 
 
    I found that I couldn’t disagree with her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What a weekend,” Georgia said as she put her feet up on the coffee table in front of her.  
 
    “It was great, but I’m exhausted,” I seconded. “I think that despite all the little hiccups, our weekend events have been really well received.” 
 
    Georgia tucked one of her legs up onto her lap and began massaging her foot. “Everyone loved the murder mystery dinner. I had several guests ask about making reservations for next year. I told them we hadn’t made definite plans to have the same event next year, but I took names and numbers and told them I’d call them when we figured out our event schedule.”  
 
    “So far, everything we’ve done has been a hit. We may want to work in a few new events while bringing some of those we’ve tried back every year. I imagine that we’ll have a list of events to choose from after a few years.” 
 
    “I have started making a list of events we’ve held, and I have some new ideas as well. One of the guests coming in this week works for a travel magazine. She is here in an unofficial capacity, but I’m hoping to be able to take her aside to talk to her about our upcoming lineup. We’ll have a short break at the beginning of November, but we are completely booked between the weekend before Thanksgiving and the weekend after New Year’s.’’ 
 
    “I think we are going to be glad we are bringing Jeremy on board to help out. It would be almost impossible to keep up with booked rooms and all the events on top of snow removal.” 
 
    Georgia switched legs and began massaging her other foot. “I spoke to Lonnie today. He should have the apartment ready by the first week in November. He’s managed to make a lot of progress while we didn’t have guests during the week, so that worked out well. I also spoke to Jeremy. He and Annabelle are close to being ready to move, and the first week in November will work well. Annabelle is excited about starting school here and hopes to be enrolled in time to try out for the Christmas pageant.” 
 
    “It’ll be fun having her around. She is such a sweet little thing.” 
 
    “She’s definitely tugging at my maternal clock. I didn’t think I wanted kids of my own, but if I could have one like Annabelle, then maybe.” 
 
    “I noticed that things seem to be heating up between you and Tanner. He’s so good with his dogs; I would assume he’d be a good father.” 
 
    “Whoa. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Tanner and I are barely a couple, but yeah, he’d be an awesome dad. I mean, just the way he’s so patient with Nikki proves that.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the way Georgia glowed when she spoke about Tanner. She might be wading into things slowly, but I was willing to bet that it wouldn’t be long before she was fully submerged in the deep end. I envied her in a way. She’d found a great guy and somehow worked through her anger and grief to the point where she felt she was ready to move on to another relationship. There were times I wondered if I’d ever get there. I liked and admired Colt and sensed that he might be interested in something more than a friendship, but my anger and grief must have run deeper than Georgia’s because I found that I was not at all ready to let go of it. 
 
    After a bit, I excused myself and headed into my room. I double-checked everything to make sure my wandering kitty didn’t let himself out again. Lonnie had found it hysterical that Rufus was our ghost, but he had done quite a bit of damage. Then again, cats would be cats, and I was sure the skeletons and garlands had presented a temptation that could not be resisted. I cringed when I considered the temptation that an inn full of Christmas trees would present. I was really going to have to keep an eye on him. 
 
    I was tossing my clothes in the hamper when I noticed the box from San Francisco that I never had gotten around to opening. I carried it over to my bed and, using a letter opener, slit open the top. I was expecting to find mementos and other items sent by Annie, but what I was inside instead was a stack of old file folders stuffed with photos, handwritten documents, and newspaper articles. On top of the stack was a note from Ben’s best friend. His note simply said that Ben had asked him to temporarily store the box in his garage while our condo was being remodeled. That was odd. We hadn’t remodeled the condo since we’d first bought it, but that was years ago. Apparently, the friend had forgotten about the box until he was cleaning out the garage and come across it. He figured I might want the contents, so he’d asked Annie for my address and sent it along. 
 
    The files didn’t look to be case files but rather personal mementos Ben had saved over the years. Why on earth would he give these keepsakes to someone else to hang on to? Ben had a home office. This didn’t make sense.  
 
    I tucked the box into a corner. As curious as I was about the contents of the box, I was also exhausted. Trying to figure out why the fragments of Ben’s life kept slipping into mine even after he was gone was a challenge best left for another day. I climbed into my bed and turned onto my side. Molly curled into my stomach while Rufus curled up on the pillow next to my head. There were times when I missed Ben and Johnathan so much that it caused me physical pain, but most of the time, I was content in my new life. I knew that Colt was right when he’d said that pursuing things from my old life, like Ben’s cold cases, and a box of mementos stored in a friend’s garage, would probably only bring me grief. The past was over, and I knew it would be best to leave it there. The question was, could I?  
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    When I was a little girl, I would sit with my cat high up in the attic window overlooking the lake, dreaming the dreams only little girls can imagine. I’d plot adventures and weave enchanted tales as the seasons turned and the years unwound. It was a magical time, filled with possibilities that existed only in my mind. I’d imagined fairies in the forest, mermaids in the lake, and gnomes in the garden. As a child sitting in that window, nothing had seemed impossible, but as a broken adult sitting in the same window a quarter of a century later, I had to admit, if only to myself, that somewhere along the way, the magic I’d once believed in, had died along with my dreams.  
 
    “Callie, are you up there in the attic?” Great-Aunt Gracie called up the stairs.  
 
    “Yes, Aunt Gracie,” I called back. 
 
    “Is Alastair up there as well?” 
 
    I glanced at the black cat sitting in the window next to me. “He is.” 
 
    “I’m going to run to the market to pick up something for dinner. Is there something you’d prefer?” 
 
    I’d lost my appetite about the same time I’d lost my reason for living, but I supposed I did have to eat. “Anything is fine.” 
 
    “Okay, dear. I won’t be long.” 
 
    I pulled the cat into my lap as Gracie drove away. I ran my fingers through his long black fur as I turned slightly and looked around the room filled with boxes and discarded furniture from generations of Hollisters. As the last Hollister daughter, I knew the house, lakefront property, private dock, and groundskeeper’s cabin would one day be mine, but to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t sure I wanted them.  
 
    Setting the cat on the floor, I unfolded myself from the window. I wrote my name—Calliope Rose Collins—in the dust covering one of the tables that had been stored by some previous resident. I remembered doing the same thing as a child living in this house after my parents died, and somehow, in that moment, I felt connected to that child and the dreams she’d once held in a way I hadn’t in a very long time. I’d done my best to go after those dreams. To bring my fantasies into reality. But along the way, I’d learned that what we plan for and what we are destined to have don’t always line up. 
 
    Alastair darted under a sheet that was draped across an old sofa. I supposed if you were a cat, that the attic was filled with all sorts of magical places to explore. I could hear him swatting at something beneath the covering as I wandered around the large space, opening boxes and sifting through the contents inside them. When I was a child, the boxes and their contents had seemed like treasures. The old clothes left by ancestors long gone had provided hours of entertainment as I tried on each piece and let my imagination take me where it might. The old top hat had become a magician’s hat, the costume jewelry a queen’s dowry, and the yellowed wedding dress a ball gown. The books stored in the boxes had provided hours of escape, the old art supplies a creative outlet, and the old piano, which some ancestor had schlepped all the way up to the attic before I was even born, a window to my soul.  
 
    I’d found a safe haven in this attic. Not only had I found solace during a time when little could comfort me, but I’d also found meaning and passion for the one thing that had pierced my grief and mattered. Pausing, I turned and looked around the room, searching for the piano. I remembered the first time I’d stumbled across the fascinating device that would deliver wonderful music with the touch of a finger. I’d been enchanted from the first keystroke and had begged Gracie to teach me to play. And she had. She’d taught me the notes and how to read music, but it was the hours spent alone with the melodies that existed only in my imagination that cemented a love affair that I was sure would last a lifetime. I looked down at my hands. Using my right forefinger, I traced the long scar that ran down my left arm from elbow to wrist. I tried to move fingers that, at times, refused to cooperate. Everyone said I’d been lucky. Everyone said that it could have been so much worse. Everyone said that having a life without music was better than having no life at all.  
 
    They were wrong. 
 
    I swallowed hard and forced myself to move on. While the attic was dusty, crowded, and unorganized, I did appreciate that everyone that had lived in the house had left something of themselves behind. Even I’d left boxes of old toys and outgrown clothing when I’d moved away. I wondered why Aunt Gracie hadn’t just taken all this junk to the secondhand store, but I supposed if she did, some future resident of the house would be robbed of the opportunity to play dress up and spin tales of salty pirates and kidnapped princesses the way I had.  
 
    Longing pierced my heart as I opened a box of photos. I picked up an old Polaroid of my parents on their wedding day. They looked so happy, so optimistic about the future. My mother and I looked a lot alike. Dark hair, dark eyes, a petite frame barely reaching five feet in height. My father, in contrast, had been tall and blond. His blue eyes sparkled with happiness as he stared back at the photographer. I knew I’d joined the couple and created a family just ten months after the photo had been taken, and four years after that, the people I most depended on would be forever ripped from my life.  
 
    Setting the box of photos aside, I lifted the sheet in search of the cat. “Alastair,” I called. 
 
    “Meow,” he responded from across the room.  
 
    I turned and tried to hone in on his exact location. There were a lot of objects for something as small as a cat to hide behind, so I started across the attic in the general direction of the meow. I supposed if I didn’t find him by the time Gracie returned, I’d just leave the door ajar and he’d find his own way out. I maneuvered carefully through sheet-covered furniture and dust-covered boxes, jumping involuntarily as I bumped into the dressmaker’s mannequin. I remember how terrified I’d been of the lifelike shape when I’d first seen it. As a four-year-old, I’d been sure the form came to life when no one was looking. Gracie had been patient with me, taking her time to convince me that the stuffed dressmaker’s tool wasn’t real. It had taken several months, but eventually, I stopped screaming every time I saw the dang thing.  
 
    Aunt Gracie had always had a lot of patience. After my parents died, I felt so alone in the world, but Gracie had taken her time with me. She’d tried very hard to make me feel at home in my new surroundings, but I never really had until she’d introduced me to the attic and the magic that could be found in the little room beneath the rafters. Old houses, with their history, their lifelines, and their curses fascinated me. Despite the tragedy that seemed to be connected to my own family home, I loved the idea of longevity, and places where multiple generations shared a single space.  
 
    Pulling a sheet away from the portrait of my great-great-grandmother, Edwina Birmingham, I thought about my parents’ death and considered the family curse. Apparently, Edwina had seduced Jordan Hollister away from her best friend, Hester Stinson, and, in retaliation, Hester, a purported witch, had laid a curse on the happy couple that had stipulated that any Hollister daughter born to Jordan and Edwina, or any daughter born to their descendants, would suffer the tragic and early loss of their beloved. Neither Jordan nor Edwina were concerned about the curse because the couple had only one child, a son they named Samuel. Samuel married a woman named Anastasia, who he brought to live at Hollister House. Anastasia gave birth to twin daughters, Gwendolyn and Gracie.  
 
    Gracie, the younger of the twins, continued to live in the house but never married or had children. Gwendolyn moved to Denver, where she married a man named Richard Hastings. Richard fell to his death on the couple’s one-year anniversary, so Gwendolyn, who was pregnant with twins at the time of her husband’s death, moved home, where she delivered Phoebe and Penelope. On the twins’ second birthday, Gwendolyn died of a broken heart, leaving Gracie to raise her nieces. 
 
    Penelope never married or had children. She loved to travel and never seemed to stay put until an unfortunate encounter with a French artist, a hot Ferrari, and an ill-advised joy ride ended in her death on a narrow country road just outside Paris.  
 
    My mother, Phoebe, unlike her twin, was the sort to settle in and plant roots. She married a man named Roderick Collins. Ten months after marrying, they had a daughter, me, and four years after that, Roderick and Phoebe were killed in an automobile accident. I supposed there were those who would argue that the tragic yet unrelated deaths of three Hollister women over five generations didn’t constitute the results of a curse, and perhaps they’d be right. But I also knew that things like curses weren’t to be trifled with. I was now the only Hollister offspring alive and of childbearing age to carry on the curse, if one existed. Whether or not the curse was real didn’t really matter; even if it was because I knew it would end with me.  
 
    Picking up the cat, I headed for the door. The dust in the attic was beginning to irritate my sinuses, so perhaps a walk out by the lake would help. I set Alastair on the floor after closing the door behind me and headed down the stairs. Stepping out of the house onto the lawn that grew from the edge of the front porch down to the waterline, I stood and watched the sun as it dipped toward the horizon. I placed a foot onto the garden path that led down to the dock. Gracie loved her garden. She’d always said her prizewinning flowers filled the space in her soul left by the children she’d never had. The winters were harsh here in the Colorado Rockies, but every spring, Gracie coaxed her garden back to life, and every winter, she tucked it in beneath a scattering of hay to protect the delicate plants.  
 
    After walking down the path lined with flowers in warm fall colors, I stood at the water’s edge. I closed my eyes and listened as the frogs, with their long-drawn-out calls, competed with the buzz created by insects hovering over the crystal-clear water. I thought of the lush gardens and magical fairyland I’d played in as a child. I thought of the wraparound deck where I’d rocked in the swing with Gracie’s cat, Archie, as I’d shared with him my hopes and dreams. When I’d left, I hadn’t planned to return to Foxtail Lake. I’d believed the answers to my dreams lay elsewhere. I couldn’t wait to leave the sleepy small town behind, but I had to admit I’d been happy here once. Perhaps with enough time, I’d find the peace and solace I longed for within the walls of the Hollister family home, the way I’d found peace and solace within those same walls after my parents’ death.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I lifted my face to the setting sun and allowed the warm evening air to wrap me in a warm hug. I had no idea what I was going to do with my life now that the career I’d poured my entire being into had come abruptly to an end. I’d worked so hard to get where I’d been, only to have it stripped from my hands by a drunk driver who never should have been on the road in the first place. While Gracie had taught me to understand the keys and play simple songs, it was the years of relentless focus and practice that had helped me to perfect my gift until I’d managed to get it just right. By the time I’d graduated high school, I’d wanted nothing more than to focus on my music. Sharing the music in my soul with auditoriums filled with people who loved my melodies almost as much as I might seem like a lofty goal, but it was a dream I’d worked hard for, and had realized by my twenty-fourth birthday. It hadn’t been an easy life, and the hours of practice were long, but oh, how I’d loved traveling to interesting places and meeting new people. I’d had a good life, a meaningful and complete life. Until…  
 
    I tried once again to flex the fingers on my left hand. I could move them, but the movements were slow and the range of motion limited. My doctor said that with a lot of hard work, maybe I’d regain the full use of the hand, but I knew in my soul that I’d never again have a chance to play at Carnegie Hall.  
 
    I blew out a breath, closed my eyes, and tried to refocus my mind. I knew that obsessing over what had happened would get me nowhere. Life, I’d decided, was cruel and unfair, but what was done was done, and nothing I could do would bring the music back to me. I opened my eyes and looked around at the peaceful setting. Glancing toward the caretaker’s cabin, I thought about Mr. Walden. He’d lived on the property since before I’d come to live here as a child. Gracie hadn’t mentioned him since I’d come slumping home with my tail between my legs two days ago, which made me wonder if he still lived on the property, or if he was still alive. This was the first time I’d ventured from the house, so I supposed he might be around and I just hadn’t noticed. 
 
    I was about to head back inside when I heard sirens in the distance. That sound always transported me back to the accident in which my parents had died, but I’d escaped with only minor injuries. I’d been told that being strapped in a car seat in the back seat had made all the difference, but there had been many occasions in those first painful years when I wasn’t certain that surviving had been a good thing.  
 
    “Quite the ruckus going on across the lake.” 
 
    I turned and smiled. “Mr. Walden.” I hugged the grizzly old man whose skin was a sort of leathery brown after a lifetime in the sun.  
 
    “I guess now that you’re all grown up, you can call me Tom.” 
 
    “Okay. Tom. How are you? I was wondering if you still lived on the property.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Been a while.” 
 
    I nodded. “It has. I know I should have come back for a visit sooner, but you know how it is.” I turned back toward the lake. The flash of lights from emergency vehicles could be seen against the darkening sky. “I wonder what’s going on.” 
 
    “I heard on the scanner that a body was found near the campground.” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. “I’m sorry to hear that. Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “There was talk of a bear. I guess we’ll see. The last time there was a bear attack, it didn’t turn out to be a bear at all.” 
 
    “Like with Stella.” 
 
    “Exactly like with Stella,” Tom agreed. 
 
    Stella Steinmetz had been my best friend when I was in junior high. She’d disappeared while walking home from school one day. There were no clues to what had happened to her until her body was found weeks later in an unmarked grave. It appeared that she’d been attacked by a vicious animal, most likely a bear, but we all know that bears don’t bury their prey.  
 
    At the time of Stella’s disappearance, I’d been devastated. Not only had she been my best friend, but the only reason she’d been walking alone, and probably the only reason she was attacked, was because we’d argued and I’d left school without waiting for her as I usually did. Yes, I was only twelve at the time, and I realize now, after years of counseling, that twelve-year-old friends tend to have spats, and I’d almost let the therapist convince me that her death wasn’t my fault, but there hadn’t been a day since Stella’s body was found that I hadn’t wished I’d done things differently.  
 
    They never did figure out who’d attacked her or why her face had been shredded the way it had been. They never figured out who had robbed a young girl on the cusp of womanhood of the life she’d been meant to have.  
 
    I turned when I heard a car in the drive. It was Gracie. I waved to her but didn’t make an effort to close the distance between us. I didn’t suppose I’d be able to learn any more than I already knew by standing there watching the lights in the distance, but somehow, I found myself unable to walk away.  
 
    “Looks like another girl has died,” Tom said to Gracie when she walked up and joined us. 
 
    “I heard. They think it is Tracy Porter.” 
 
    I glanced at Gracie. “Tracy Porter?” 
 
    “Young girl who went missing a month or so ago,” Tom answered. “She was walking home alone, same as Stella and, like Stella, she never made it to her destination.” 
 
    “It’s been twenty years since Stella died. Surely we can’t be looking at the same killer,” Gracie pointed out. 
 
    “Is Deputy Quinby still in charge of the local sheriff’s office?” I asked. To be honest, when I’d lived here, I found the man to be very nice but pretty useless when it came to tracking down individuals behind any serious crimes.  
 
    “He retired,” Gracie answered. “Cass Wylander is in charge of the local office now.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Really? I hadn’t heard.” Cass and I had been kindred spirits when we were kids. We both had active imaginations and a willingness to seek out adventures. Next to Stella, Cass was probably the best friend I’d had when I’d lived here. He’d played the guitar, and I’d played the piano and keyboard. We’d talked about forming a rock band, but that was before I realized it was a different type of music that was surging through my soul.  
 
    “I thought the two of you kept in touch,” Gracie said. 
 
    “We did,” I answered. “At first, but you know how it is. I left Foxtail Lake fourteen years ago. I guess as time went by, we drifted apart.” 
 
    “Cass is a good cop,” Tom said. “If anyone can figure out who killed Tracy, he can.” 
 
    “You should look him up when you have a chance,” Gracie suggested. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Gracie looked at Tom. “I’m making spaghetti. Do you want to come by for a bite?” 
 
    “I’d like that very much. I’ll need to clean up a bit first.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll see you in an hour.” 
 
    I watched as Gracie made her way back to the house while Tom headed toward his own cabin. The two had lived on this property together for close to forty years. I knew they were friends, but at times, I’d wondered if they might not be more. I knew that Gracie believed strongly in the Hollister curse and had vowed never to marry, but vowing not to marry didn’t mean she hadn’t ever fallen in love.  
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