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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      As it turns out quilting is the deadly new fad people are just dying to try… And here I thought the annual quilt auction would be a boring way to spend an evening!

      One big murder in my tiny hometown was more than I ever wanted to see, but now the death toll has risen to two. Eek!

      Hey, at least I’ve got my favorite ten-pound bundle of mischief at my side for good. My Jack Russell buddy, Pip, and I are experienced amateur detectives now and we’re more than ready to put another tough case to bed.

      The problem is that the murder victim had no known enemies, which begs the question: Who would actually want her dead? For this tricky catering gig, it looks like we’ll be serving up suspects instead of dessert. Can we catch the killer in time to save the fundraiser… and maybe even some lives along the way?
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      Hi cozy readers!

      Welcome to Misty Harbor on Blueberry Bay on the coast of Maine where cozy mysteries abound. You are about to meet Dani Mackenzie, her grandmother Rose, and her spirited Jack Russell Terrier, Pip, along with many other great characters. Sit back and enjoy!

      
        
        Click here to sign up for my newsletter and never miss a new release.
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      The Little Dog Diner sparkled in the early morning sun when I parked my MG in front.

      It wasn’t only the bright white siding and red trim on the outside that made it stand out. Rose Mackenzie, my grandma, had remodeled the inside with new chrome stools at the shiny counter, and red booths along the side. She had spared no expense when she hired Luke Sinclair—blueberry farmer wrapped in carpenter gear and, yes, I had a soft spot for him.

      Luke pulled off the transformation flawlessly. He had a touch for making everything tasteful and charming. Judging by the stream of customers, the locals and tourists of Misty Harbor, Maine, agreed.

      When I hurried inside the door to start my shift, I quickly glanced in the decorative oval mirror, Luke’s last handcrafted touch.

      A stranger caught my attention in the reflection. This early in the morning usually brought in the regulars, so this guy stood out like a shark out of water.

      “Dani!” Lily Lemay, my best friend since forever, called from behind the counter. “A little help over here? Please?”

      At the sound of my name, I took one last fleeting glance at the stranger’s dark, eerily penetrating image in the mirror. He caught me looking at him, and the corners of his mouth turned up, sending shivers tingling along my spine. Definitely not in a good way.

      With a quick fluff of my out of control auburn curls, as if that was why I had looked in the mirror to begin with, I stiffened my shoulders, grabbed a blue apron covered with bright red images of lobsters, and joined Lily behind the counter.

      I sidled up to her and whispered so only she could hear, “Who is that guy?”

      “I have no idea, but I wish he’d leave,” she said, the stress of serving the early morning rush evident in the sharp tone she sent his way. “He’s been sitting there ever since I put up the Open sign, sipping on that same cup of black coffee the whole time.” She flicked her long blonde braid over her shoulder and glanced at the stranger.

      “He smiled at me,” I said, sorting the pastries in the glass-fronted case beneath the register.

      “Okay. Creepy.” Lily’s lips turned down in distaste.

      The diner door opened, ringing the overhead bell and announcing the arrival of new customers.

      “Thank goodness,” Lily said, pulling on thick, quilted mitts, “more regulars. He’ll get lost in the crowd.” She opened the oven and pulled out a tray of brownies.

      I inhaled deeply, savoring the rich chocolate aroma and waved my hand to direct more of the delicious scent my way. With one deep breath, I could have vacuumed the whole, delicious batch right into my mouth. “Chocolate. Sweet creamy chocolate. Want me to cut them?” I grabbed a long slicing knife.

      “Ha! I don’t think so,” Lily replied. “First, they need to cool, and second, with that drool at the edge of your mouth, I’m afraid every single one will end up in your stomach. Anyway, these are a special order. Remember?”

      I dabbed at my mouth before realizing that Lily was exaggerating about any drool. “A special order?” I knew we prepared dozens of desserts for the quilt auction, but brownies weren’t on the list.

      “Sue Ellen is going crazy with preparations for her quilt auction tonight. On top of her original dessert request, she insisted we add something extra chocolaty to satisfy the biggest chocoholic.” Lily shrugged. “I think she meant herself. Our brownies are already rich, but she wants chocolate frosting slathered on top. I suspect there could be a few sugar overdoses.” She leaned closer to me as though some of the customers might hear. “Personally, the chocolate frosting is over the top sweet for me, but what Sue Ellen wants, Sue Ellen gets. Right?”

      “Oh, yeah, she certainly has that I-don’t-take-no for an answer personality.” My eyes were glued to the brownies. Too sweet? No way.

      Lily elbowed me out of my brownie fixation and nodded toward the pastry case. “Your creepy admirer is eyeing the pastries. You’d better get over there and help him. I’ll handle the breakfast orders.”

      “I hate starting the day with a customer that unappealing,” I mumbled so only Lily could hear but she had already moved to a family of five at a nearby table and was taking their order.

      I welcomed the barrier of the pastry case as I forced up a smile for the stranger. “Does anything appeal to you this morning?” I said as brightly as I could. What was it about him that sent shivers down my neck?

      “As a matter of fact, just about everything in here is making my taste buds rev into overdrive but,” he looked up into my eyes, “I’m looking for Rose Mackenzie. She’s supposed to meet me here.”

      With my face as neutral as I could manage, I asked, “And you are?” There was nothing about this man that made me connect him with my grandma.

      “Rudy.”

      “Oh,” I said, probably sounding like a doofus. The name sparked my memory but, like so often happens, the image I had was a far cry from this man standing in front of me. For some reason, I expected a tall, dark, and handsome man, but this guy was the complete opposite.

      “Rudy Genova, the videographer?” I made sure to say it loud enough so Lily would hear and put an end to wondering about whether this mystery man was a mass murderer or a harmless customer. “That’s why you were staring at me earlier?”

      “Yeah. You look like Rose. Are you sisters?” His lips turned up at the edges. I guessed it was supposed to be a smile.

      That was quite the come-on. Not that I didn’t like being compared to my elegant grandmother, but, come on, there was fifty years separating us. “She’s my grandmother, but people always confuse us as sisters.” I wondered if he caught my sarcasm.

      He leaned over the top of the pastry display. I leaned away, not sure if he was planning to climb over the barrier. “Now that I’m closer, I can see how much younger you are, and you beat Rose in the looks department, hands down.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Don’t tell her I said that, though, okay?”

      I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. I asked, in an attempt to move the conversation away from this awkwardness, “Rose said she’d meet you here?”

      Now that I remembered who this mystery man was, the guy Rose had told me was helping with her website, I gave Rudy a more thorough inspection—from his shiny black hair, coal dark eyes, and stocky build, which put him a few inches taller than my five-foot-five height, to his black jeans and black leather boots that looked out of place for a summer day in our Maine seaside town. Where was Rose to save me from this man?

      “That’s what she said, the Little Dog Diner. You know, it’s a quaint little place.” He swiveled his head around like a bobblehead doll and asked, “We gonna do any of the filming for her website here?”

      Before I could catch my breath and figure out the proper answer to this question, a voice, with a slight southern twang, boomed through the diner. I turned to see two women.

      Sue Ellen wagged her finger and moaned, “Rudy. Rudy. Rudy. Bless your heart. You arrived and never let me know you’re here?” Her eyes narrowed as she delivered a fake, “Naughty, naughty,” scold at her friend.

      I sighed with relief and had to admit to myself that I had never been so happy to see Sue Ellen Baer walk into the diner. With her voluminous red dress ballooning around her, she moved toward her prey like a bullfighter wielding a cape. It wasn’t just her oversized personality that filled up the café. Her extra-large leather tote bag banged into the side of her leg with each step and with the top gaping open, it was ready for every single brownie to jump inside. I chuckled at that image.

      Sue Ellen was one of those curvy women who always looked stylish, though having an unlimited budget for the latest fashions and frequent trips to the hair and nail salons didn’t hurt, either. She managed quite nicely on her inheritance from her late father which allowed her to indulge in all of life’s pleasures plus build one of the biggest houses in Misty Harbor.

      “Sue Ellen?” Rudy extended both arms, wrapping her in a big bear hug. Then he backed up, letting his gaze run from Sue Ellen’s bleached blonde curly hair to her five-inch heels. “You are a sight for sore eyes in that ruby red dress.”

      “Oh, Rudy.” Sue Ellen giggled and covered her mouth. A pink splotch grew on both cheeks. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      Girls? I thought. Sue Ellen was at least thirty years beyond her girl days.

      Rudy winked at me before he continued his flattery. “Nonsense, Sue Ellen. You can’t be a day older than—”

      “Shush!” Sue Ellen put her finger across Rudy’s lips. “Stop right now and don’t embarrass me, Rudy.” She pulled another woman closer. “You haven’t met Judith Manning yet. My indispensable last-minute detail-fixer for the auction. You know me, I see the big picture.”

      Judith lingered behind Sue Ellen, content to be out of the spotlight.

      Meanwhile, Sue Ellen’s arms swirled in an arc above her head. “Judith figures out how to turn my vision into a reality worthy of this monumental occasion.”

      Judith smiled, but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it. She had the look of someone who spent most of her time on the outside looking in rather than smack in the center where Sue Ellen flourished. Her dark skirt and white blouse, along with practical black pumps made a stark contrast to Sue Ellen’s flamboyant style.

      She held her hand out. “Nice to meet you, Rudy. Sue Ellen has built you up into someone capable of performing filming magic. I hope you can live up to this pedestal she has you on.”

      “Oh, don’t mind her, Rudy. Judith, unlike me, sees problems around every corner.” From what I’d heard, Judith had a few problems of her own, but maybe that was gossip. “Come over to one of the booths and have coffee with us.” Sue Ellen continued. “I’ve got a few last-minute details I want to discuss for your filming tonight at the quilt auction.” She lowered her voice, for the first time since she’d entered the diner, “Dani, sweetheart, could you bring over three of those spectacular looking fruit thingies?”

      “Sue Ellen, I haven’t learned to read minds yet.” I smiled and bit the inside of my cheek as a reminder to be patient. “Is it this cream cheese square with raspberries on Lily’s flakey pastry or this blueberry tart glazed with apricot jam?”

      Sue Ellen bobbed her body back and forth, considering the offerings, and swinging that ruby red fabric a foot to each side of her legs. “Too many delicious choices. Just put two of each on a plate, that way, I won’t be second-guessing myself. By the way, are all the desserts ready for the auction tonight?”

      “Just finishing up the last of the chocolate covered brownies that you added last night, Sue Ellen,” Lily said with a wink at me. “I had a devil of a time keeping them away from our own chocoholic.”

      “Oh, I know.” Sue Ellen closed her eyes and shivered with passion. “Chocolate is impossible to resist. Could you put a few in a bag for me to take this morning?”

      “No problem,” Lily said.

      Rose, sunglasses perched on the top of her head and her straw hat tucked under her arm, glided into the diner; a woman on a mission. “Oh, Rudy, I’m sorry I’m late. Sometimes, I can’t get out of my own way. Let me grab some blueberry whoopie pies to go and you can follow me to Blueberry Acres. I want to show you one of Misty Harbor’s oldest businesses while I explain my vision for my website.”

      Rudy turned away from Sue Ellen and stared at Rose, showing hesitation about which woman to follow.

      I was a step ahead of Rose, packing blueberry whoopie pies in a box for her as soon as I heard her destination. “Packed and ready to go. I put in plenty for Luke and his dad since I know these are their favorite, especially with their blueberries in the recipe.”

      “I could kiss you, Dani.” Rose tucked the box under her arm. “Okay, then. It’s looking busy here this morning, so we’ll get out of your way.

      I hoped that Rose’s enthusiasm carried her through this latest project. She wanted this film on her website for the Blueberry Bay Grapevine, her weekly paper for all things of interest in the Blueberry Bay area.

      “Don’t forget, you volunteered Lily and me for dessert delivery and setup at Sue Ellen’s house for the auction.”

      “Oh, right. I’ll keep Rudy busy for the morning and then Sue Ellen gets him for the afternoon. I’ll see you back at Sea Breeze tonight, Dani. And, don’t worry about Pip while you’re working. I’ll take her with me.”

      I looked out the window at my terrier. Pip sat quietly in front of her water dish like a famous movie star, enjoying the morning sunshine and the many pats from residents walking by who’d become her friends since I’d rescued her from a horrible fate. Rose had her adorned with a hot pink bandana that complimented Pip’s white hair and brown ears. By her upturned face and wagging tail, I suspected she knew exactly how cute she looked, too.

      Rose took Rudy’s arm with one hand and balancing the box of whoopie pies with the other, she left exactly how she’d arrived—like a seagull soaring over Blueberry Bay, ready for anything.
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      I sagged against the counter after I turned the OPEN sign around. My tired body craved to sit and relax but there was still plenty to do. “Let’s get this place in order for tomorrow, Lil, or we’ll never make it to Sue Ellen’s by five-thirty.”

      We worked together seamlessly, baking muffins, stirring soups, and assembling plenty of lobster salad for the next day. Finally, I threw my apron into the laundry basket and called it a day. “Ready for our last chore, Lil?”

      She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, pushing wisps of stray blonde hair out of her face. “I’m beat, but let’s get this done.”

      We loaded our arms with the boxed desserts and a pile of aprons and headed outside to my old, held together with duct tape Honda—the Little Dog Diner errand vehicle. I opened the back door and slid the boxes onto the seat, juggling them to make everything fit. After I wiped my hands on my pants, I carefully closed the door and breathed a sigh of relief when the latch clicked into place. It had a tendency to jam.

      “Now, keep your fingers crossed that my car makes it,” I said to Lily as we quickly locked the cafe, “and hope nothing slides around or tips over on our way to Sue Ellen’s house.”

      Lily held out both hands showing her crossed fingers before she got in the passenger seat. “Not that I believe in that nonsense, but it can’t hurt.”

      “What a day, huh?” I looked at my friend as I turned the key in the ignition. “Sue Ellen sucks all the air out of a room and poor Judith can barely stand to be in her own shadow.”

      “She’ll come around once she figures out her marriage,” Lily predicted.

      “What’s wrong with her marriage?”

      Casually, Lily said, “Judith moved in with Sue Ellen. That’s why she’s so involved with the auction.”

      “Oh,” I said, feeling a bit foolish. I prided myself as having my finger on the pulse of all the gossip in Misty Harbor. “I didn’t get the memo.”

      Lily didn’t dwell on my embarrassment. “She certainly is capable, if her work polishing all the details for tonight’s quilt auction is any indication of what she can do.”

      “You worked with Judith on the quilt that’s being auctioned off, didn’t you?”

      Lily nodded. “It was a pleasure, too. I’m a novice when it comes to quilting, but I learned a lot from everyone else. Judith brainstormed the whole design. I’m happy to say that the Little Dog Diner made it onto the quilt—a work of art if I do say so myself.”

      “No point in being modest, Lily. Your quilting talent is top notch.” I drove slowly and checked the rearview mirror to make sure the boxes stayed put.

      Lily smiled. “Thanks for your praise, Dani. I can sew squares or strips together, but these other women are way beyond my basic skills.”

      I turned into the long circular driveway leading to Sue Ellen’s estate, barely having time to swerve to the side as the Misty Harbor Spirits delivery truck barreled past us.

      “Oh no,” Lily said as the boxes of pastries slid around in the back of my car.”  She looked over her shoulder. “They moved but I don’t think anything tipped over.

      “At this point, there’s nothing we can do if a few desserts get squished,” I said, feeling more resigned than optimistic. I parked under an old maple tree on the crushed stone driveway and squinted through the windshield at a car parked close to the front door. “Whose car is that, I wonder. The auction doesn’t start for hours.”

      “Judith’s,” Lily said, unbuckling her seatbelt and climbing out onto the wide parking area. “Sue Ellen is counting on her to have everything in tip-top shape for tonight.” She tugged her t-shirt down and tucked some loose strands of hair behind her ears. Lily looked as good after a long day at the café as she did when she arrived for work in the morning.

      “That makes sense,” I said. “Sue Ellen’s worried about the quilt being hung properly. She doesn’t want it to slip off and land on anyone. I think it’s Judith’s job to check it.” I chuckled. “I’m not sure if Sue Ellen is worried more about the quilt being damaged or being sued if someone is injured.”

      “Probably being sued,” Lily said with a smirk. “She has a lot to lose.” Lily reached for one of the boxes. “So do we, if we don’t get this show on the road. Delivery and setup weren’t part of the deal when Sue Ellen ordered everything. If I want to look presentable for the actual fun part tonight, I need to get home and perform some magic.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s gonna take a lot of magic, too.”

      I didn’t even respond to that comment. Lily could show up in ripped jeans and a t-shirt and still look beautiful. I grabbed another box. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if these desserts sprouted legs and walked in by themselves?”

      Lily snorted. “I can see it now, a line of chocolate brownies marching up the path like good soldiers followed by the cookies and whoopie pies.”

      “If only, but until that day comes, put your arms out and I’ll load you up with another box. The only ones marching up Sue Ellen’s path today are the two of us.”

      Lily ended up balancing three big boxes in her arms and I stacked the rest of the boxes and lifted them out of the car, then headed along a cobblestone walkway lined with hostas and ferns up to a side door.

      “We have to use the servant entrance?” I said, feeling slightly offended.

      “It looks like it, doesn’t it?” Lily said eyeing the huge mansion. “Especially after Rose agreed on a rock bottom price for everything with the understanding that Sue Ellen would pick it all up at the diner. It’s a fundraiser for the library so I guess we shouldn’t grumble too much.”

      Lily led the way, then stopped abruptly, causing me to twist to one side to avoid a catastrophic collision. “What are you doing?” I tightened my grip on the boxes in my arms. “All these desserts just about landed in the hostas.”

      “Wait a minute. Remind me why we’re here if Sue Ellen was supposed to pick up the order?” Lily asked.

      I rolled my eyes and nodded my head toward the door to get Lily moving again. “Sue Ellen can talk the frosting off a brownie with all her excuses about every unexpected problem. She might meet us here. But to tell you the truth, we’ll be able to get the desserts unloaded more quickly without her.”

      “That’s probably true.” Lily balanced her load on her hip and pushed the doorbell. We waited a minute or two but after no answer, she knocked hard, and again, no one came to the door. “Sue Ellen’s not home but Judith’s here.” She tried the door. “It’s unlocked,” she said. “What do you think?”

      The muscles in my arms had started to give way. “Either get us inside,” I said, “or I’m going to drop these pastries on the walkway.”

      She opened the door, and I said. “Go ahead inside, you’re carrying more than I am, but hurry. These boxes are heavy.”

      I followed her into the biggest, fanciest state-of-the-art kitchen I’d ever seen; including Rose’s kitchen at Sea Breeze. My eyes popped wider than a whoopie pie inside one of the boxes I held in my hands. “Wow,” I said, unnaturally speechless for a moment. Before even putting my boxes of desserts down, I slowly turned in a circle taking in the gigantic space.

      “Right? Money is no object when Sue Ellen wants something. That’s for sure.” Lily leaned close to me and lowered her voice. I don’t know who she thought might be listening. “Wait ‘till you see the room where she’s holding tonight’s auction. That one room is probably bigger than my whole house.”

      The island in the center of the kitchen, with at least ten cases of champagne, still had plenty of space, so I happily unloaded my boxes next to the bubbly. “I don’t see any platters for the desserts. Please don’t tell me Sue Ellen forgot to provide elegant serving trays.”

      Lily set her boxes next to mine and said, “Maybe Judith is in charge of that detail.” She grabbed my arm. “Let’s take a look at the quilt and ask her where to find serving platters.” She pushed through the swinging door leading into a hallway. “It’ll be in the living room. This way. And wait until you see it.”

      I resisted as Lily pulled me forward, but let my curiosity override my common sense. I hoped we weren’t overstepping our role.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Soft piano music drifted from speakers when we poked our heads into a formal dining room. I turned to Lily trying to keep my jaw from hitting the floor. “This table could seat the whole town of Misty Harbor,” I said. “You’ve been here before?”

      Lily, a few steps ahead of me, said over her shoulder, “Yeah, the quilt committee met here a couple of times.”

      I jogged to catch up to Lily, and nosy as ever, I pushed open one of the doors. “What’s in here?” I said. I got my answer as a flood of light and orchids almost blinded me. “Just what I need,” I joked to Lily, “Marble on the walls of my powder room.”

      “Keep up with me.” She laughed. “Or you’ll get lost.”

      Before the hallway opened into the light-filled, elegant living room, we came to an oak-paneled library. “I’m not sure if Sue Ellen even reads much but doesn’t that window seat look inviting?” Lily asked. The view gave a glimpse of a well-tended flower garden with a fountain. “Take a look,” she said. “It’s heavenly.”

      I put my knee on the soft cushion and leaned forward to scan the scenery that spread in front of our eyes. “Look.” I pointed to a male cardinal singing his heart out on a branch of one of the sugar maples that shaded the driveway. “You can’t miss that red.”

      “Kind of like Sue Ellen’s entrance this morning in that red dress.”

      We both chuckled.

      The hallway ended, and finally we arrived at the pièce de résistance. The living room with its cathedral ceilings and a wall of windows. Lily had not exaggerated. The room was enormous. Maybe it looked bigger because Sue Ellen had strategically placed the chairs and tables along the walls and cleared the center of everything but some vibrant Persian rugs.

      Beautiful vases filled with white lilies, blue delphinium, and a feathery greenery scented the room with a sweet summer aroma. I inhaled the delicious, almost overpowering fragrance.

      “Sue Ellen must be expecting a big turnout and some good bids for the quilt,” I said. “All the money goes to the library?”

      “Uh-huh,” Lily said, scanning the room. “She does some type of fundraiser every year. I have to admit, for all her drama and showboating, she’s a very generous woman. As long as you’re on her good side,” Lily added.

      “So, where’s the quilt? And where’s Judith?” I asked as I looked around the room. And so did Lily, turning her head this way and that.

      A door slammed closed somewhere towards the back of the house.

      “Did she—”

      “Oh no!”

      Lily’s shout drew my attention to the far end of the room.

      The quilt, the centerpiece of the auction, lay in a heap on the floor, tangled, and partially hidden by a gold Queen Anne chair.

      Sue Ellen’s fear; the quilt had fallen. “Where’s Judith?” I asked.

      Lily looked perplexed. “Maybe she went for help,” she said. “It won’t be possible to hang the quilt without a sturdy ladder and an extra pair of hands. I’ll see if I can find her before she has a complete meltdown with this problem to deal with at the last minute.” Lily hustled away in the direction of the slammed door.

      I stepped up to the quilt, so carefully you’d think I was afraid it might bite me. The colors—brilliant blues, purples, and greens with touches of reds, whites, and yellows—pulled me in like a magnet. The wall above the mess had only one hook in place. Did the second one simply fall out?

      I cocked my head and looked at the wall from a different angle. A chunk of the wallboard around the hook’s hole was missing. It didn’t make sense.

      “At least I can try to straighten the quilt, so it doesn’t get damaged.” My words echoed in the enormous, empty space, sounding eerie.

      After a gentle tug on one corner, I was surprised that the quilt wouldn’t budge. It had to be stuck on something. For fear of ripping the beautiful work of art, I slowly moved along the edge of the quilt and pulled what I could, working toward the center where it was bunched up.

      Something was anchoring the quilt in place. Something heavy. Something about five feet long.

      The hairs on my neck rose. My stomach twisted with fear.  Of what? Should I look under the quilt? My hands trembled as I reached for the fabric.

      An irrational fear strangled my emotions. The room, so warm and bright moments ago, had suddenly turned into a silent icebox. I had an uncanny feeling that something was very wrong. Where was Judith? Or Lily, for that matter?

      I closed my eyes and lifted the quilt edge. One, two, three…I opened my eyes. The image in front of me brought on a bout of laughter, and the release of all the built-up tension brought me to my knees. What was wrong with me to let my imagination take over like that? I stood and wondered how an oak pedestal ended up under the quilt.

      As I gathered my wits together, a tap on my shoulder made my heart explode. I shrieked until Lily shook some sense into me.

      “Dani, are you okay?”

      “Goodness, Lil.” I patted my chest trying to calm myself. “I’m fine, just a little nervous tension. I had talked myself into imagining something creepy under the quilt.”

      “Under the quilt?”

      “Take a look.” I lifted the quilt so Lily could see the oak pedestal for herself. “For a second, my imagination got the better of me, and I was afraid it might be a body.” Lily laughed along with me. “Did you find Judith?” I asked.

      “No,” she said, and her mouth twisted into a frown. “It’s strange. Her car is still here, so she has to be around somewhere. Let’s do something about this quilt while we wait for her to return. It’s a mess. I hope it’s not torn. She’s going to need help getting it back up on the wall.”

      Together, we managed to free the quilt from the heavy pedestal. “There,” I said feeling satisfied with our effort. We looked it over and couldn’t see any damage from the mishap. I said, “Let’s just fold it neatly until Judith shows up, and we figure out how to rehang it.”

      I held two corners and Lily stretched the opposite corners tight. As we proceeded to stretch, smooth, and fold the quilt, the muffled sound of a phone ringing made us both jump.

      “What is it with this place? Is it haunted?” I asked, my voice a bit shaky.

      “I don’t think Sue Ellen would allow any ghosts in her house” Lily gave me a knowing side eye. “She’d tell them, in no uncertain terms—bless your hearts but you cannot stay here.”

      I chuckled at how well Lily mimicked Sue Ellen. “I suppose you’re right.” I placed the quilt on the Queen Anne chair, and the phone continued to ring. “Where is that coming from?” I looked around the room but didn’t see a phone on any of the tables.

      We both walked in the direction of the sound, zeroing in after each ring until we stood in front of a rolled up Persian rug. I’d seen it when we entered the room and figured Sue Ellen wanted to get it out of the way so folks at the auction didn’t trample it. She’d probably have someone take it to a storage room for the duration.

      Lily puzzled at the annoying ringing. “Maybe someone dropped their phone when they rolled up the rug. Should we take a look and see if it’s inside?”

      “Sure,” I said. What else did we have to do until Judith showed up? I knelt on the floor and pulled the rug toward me. It was heavy and awkward to move by myself. “Get on the other end. It’ll be easier if we do this together.” As the rug began to unroll and cover the marble floor, the ringing stopped. With only a few rolls remaining, I said. “Wait, I can see something near this end.”

      I reached my hand in and felt a smooth shape. “Got it.”

      But what I held up, was not a cell phone.

      Without thinking, I flung a sensible black shoe away from me. My earlier mention of a haunted house had just come true.

      I scooted backwards as fast as I could in an awkward crab-like shuffle, keeping my eyes glued to what now dangled out from the edge of the rug.

      When I looked at Lily, her face matched the white marble we sat on. She saw it, too, so it wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me. Without any words exchanged between us, I fumbled for my phone and punched in 9-1-1.
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      Lily and I backed toward the hall leading out of Sue Ellen’s huge room. My eyes, glued to the still partially rolled Persian rug with a foot sticking out, which had no business being there. We turned, streaked down the hall to the kitchen, and ran out the door. After a mad dash to my car, we jumped in and slammed the doors shut—bang, bang.

      “What just happened?” Lily squealed. Her voice came out in a breathless question as soon as the door locks clicked.

      With my breathing barely under control, I could only respond with a shake of my head.

      “Do you think it is Judith wrapped in that rug?” Lily asked. Her voice trembled with disbelief mixed with horror.

      A tremor ran through my body at the memory of the slick feel of the shoe in my hand and what it had been attached to.

      “I think so. Her car is here. I’ll never be able to erase that shoe from my memory bank. I’m sure Judith was wearing it this morning. Sue Ellen had those ridiculous five-inch stilettos on which contrasted with Judith’s sensible black pumps. I suppose we won’t know for sure until the police arrive and do their investigation, but I don’t think it’s a coincidence.”

      Tires crunching on the driveway stones made me look in the rearview mirror. “Oh no! It’s Sue Ellen. We have to stop her from going inside.”

      We scrambled out of the car and Lily rushed up to Sue Ellen’s big brand new, red passion, her Cadillac Escalade.

      “Are you finished already?” Sue Ellen asked casually, her attention focused on fetching her giant leather bag that rested on the passenger seat like it was her beloved companion.

      “Not exactly.” said Lily, who reached the driver side door before me.

      I jumped in with my advice, thinking this wasn’t the time to be subtle. “You can’t—”

      Sirens pierced the normally serene setting, drowning out my words. It seemed my emergency call had triggered every police car, fire truck, and volunteer in a twenty-mile radius to respond, and now they all clogged Sue Ellen’s circular driveway.

      She scrunched her eyebrows together and asked, “What’s going on?”

      From her more or less calm behavior, nothing about the first responder circus on her property had triggered Sue Ellen’s concern beyond her normal curiosity.

      “Does this have something to do with the auction tonight?” She looked from Lily to me for an answer before her eyes widened, and a light bulb seemed to go off. “Did something happen?” she asked, her voice now barely above a whisper.

      “Something horrible happened,” was all I managed to utter before Detective AJ Crenshaw strolled up to her side of the Caddy.

      “You found a body in the house?” AJ frowned at me—no hello, what happened, or are you okay—preceded his blunt question.

      “I think so,” I replied.

      AJ’s jaw tensed, as did both hands visibly tightening into fists.

      “We found a shoe inside a rolled up Persian rug,” I added, assuming that would clear up the matter.

      “A shoe?” he said, each word dripping with disbelief. “Every emergency person and vehicle from Misty Harbor is here because you found a shoe?” He slapped the hood of Sue Ellen’s car.

      Sue Ellen squeaked as if he’d made a direct hit on her person.

      In an attempt to clear up the matter, Lily explained. “And we heard a phone ringing inside the rug.”

      Sue Ellen slid out of her car, landing on AJ’s foot. She brushed off any possible injury to the detective with a wave of her hand and absent-minded, “Oh, sorry.” Clearly, she had more important things on her mind than taking down Misty Harbor’s finest. “I’ve been calling Judith,” she said urgently. “I’ve so much to do before the auction starts. She hasn’t answered. Did she lose her phone?”

      Sue Ellen then seemed to notice all the activity. “I don’t think we need all this help just to find her phone.”

      “Of course not.” I found my voice and my common sense. I pointed toward the house. “Something strange happened inside. Once that shoe ended up in my hand, well, that’s as far as we unrolled the rug.” I turned my focus to AJ. “You need to do the rest, Detective Crenshaw.” I shivered, imagining what he might find. “You can discover what else is rolled up in the rug, but my suspicion is that you’ll find Judith Manning.”

      He answered my assessment with a sneer. “Give me a break, Dani. You heard a phone ring, then you found a shoe and you jumped to the conclusion that there’s a body wrapped in a rug?”

      “And a foot. A foot was sticking out, too,” I added wondering why on earth I hadn’t mentioned the most important detail first.

      Detective Crenshaw stormed away with an assortment of people in uniform tagging along. He shouted over his shoulder at us, “Don’t leave.”

      “As if we could get out of here if we wanted to,” I mumbled as I looked at all the vehicles blocking us in.

      Lily elbowed me and nodded toward Sue Ellen. She stood frozen, supported by her enormous car. With her mouth hanging open and her eyes the only part moving as she blinked over and over, her phone croaked like a frog. Too dumbstruck I guess to answer it, the ringtone did bring her back to earth. “A foot?” she asked, directing the question toward me. “You said a foot was sticking out of the rug?”

      Then, without warning, all five feet two inches of the ruby red clad Sue Ellen slumped to the side and into my arms.

      “I think reality hit her,” I said as I pushed the limp woman back onto the car seat.

      “Finally,” Lily added. She moved between Sue Ellen and me, fanning her hand and patting Sue Ellen’s cheeks. “Sue Ellen! This is no time to faint.”

      Sue Ellen’s eyes fluttered. “I think I must have been daydreaming.” She shook her head like she was trying to loosen a giant cobweb. “You didn’t say there was a foot sticking out of the rug, did you?”

      Her eyes, dark and focused now, bore into me.

      I placed my hand on Sue Ellen’s arm and softly consoled her. “You heard that correctly. I’m so sorry.”

      “But it can’t be Judith. I need her by my side for this auction. She knows all the little details that I can never seem to remember. She whispers names that I forget of people who made sizable donations to the library and should get a special thank you. Stuff like that.” Tears trickled down Sue Ellen’s cheek. “What am I going to do?”

      I shifted my gaze sideways at Lily, hoping she could help me with this awkward situation.

      “Sue Ellen?” Lily paused, giving her a moment to wipe away her tears. “We aren’t one hundred percent sure who it is, but regardless, I think you’ll have to cancel the auction.”

      Sue Ellen’s phone croaked again. She looked at it as if she had no clue what the device was for but did manage to lift it to her ear. “Hello?” she said weakly.

      Several seconds of silence passed, during which Sue Ellen ignored us, leaving us in the dark about her conversation.

      Finally she said, “It’s not a good time now,” in a somewhat snappish voice and I knew Sue Ellen was on her way to recovering from her ordeal. She hung up and announced, “That was Rudy. We were supposed to meet here. I didn’t tell him what happened. I couldn’t. Will you stay here and help me with this?”

      Why did I think it was more of a command than a request?

      “Of course,” Lily said, soothing Sue Ellen with her calm voice. She pulled a bottle of water from her bag and handed it to Sue Ellen. “Take a sip,” she ordered kindly. “You’ve had quite a shock.”

      I moved away from Sue Ellen’s car. Lily’s voice faded in the background as I surveyed the surroundings. Looking for what? This was a disaster on so many levels. Who would kill Judith and why? I couldn’t see any neighboring homes through the surrounding dense foliage and landscaping, but someone may have seen something.

      Detective Crenshaw brought me out of my sleuthing mentality as he approached me in his no-nonsense stride.

      I flashed him my best welcoming smile, then withered under his intense glare.
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      “A few questions, Dani.”

      Detective Crenshaw took the position—hands on his hips, sunglasses covering his eyes, and his mouth set in a tight line. Was he trying to intimidate me?

      I waited for his queries to come at me like he’d shot them from an assault rifle. Fast and hard. I shuffled from one foot to the other. A car pulled into the neighbor’s driveway, arriving home too late to have seen the action. Too bad.

      My friend AJ, or maybe my former friend, judging by his stance, said, “You were right about the body. It was Judith Manning inside the rug. One question. Why did you suspect her in the first place?”

      He might have had me under a spotlight, from his determined gaze. I tried to make it short and sweet. “Okay,” I said, gathering my thoughts for clarity. “Here’s everything I know. Lily and I arrived to deliver all the desserts for the auction tonight. We saw the champagne delivery driver from Misty Harbor Spirits, zooming down the driveway, almost running us into the bushes.”

      AJ held up his hand to silence me. “First things first, the auction won’t be happening. Now continue. So, you arrived with the desserts. What happened next?” AJ had his notebook open and his pencil poised for taking notes.

      “Right off the bat, we saw Judith’s car parked right there.” I pointed it out in case he’d missed it. “You can see for yourself, it’s still there. We assumed she was checking all the last-minute stuff like she was supposed to.”

      I closed my eyes, picturing the enormous kitchen as it was when we arrived. “After we carried all the boxes of desserts inside, we couldn’t find any serving platters. Lily suggested we look for Judith. As we entered the main room where the reception was going to be held, we heard a door slam somewhere else in the house. Since Judith wasn’t around, I thought she left to get help.”

      I turned my head to the mansion and shivered at the memory.

      AJ jotted in his notebook. “Help for what?”

      “The quilt. It was all tangled on the floor. It was supposed to be the star of the show. You know, it’s being auctioned off to raise money for the library. You must have seen the signs all over town.”

      He mumbled something so I guessed he knew what I meant. “But there was no quilt on the floor.” He scrunched his brows together letting me know I’d better get my story straight before he put me in cuffs.

      “It’s on the Queen Anne chair in the living room. Lily and I carefully folded it while we waited for Judith to return,” I explained. “Well, we thought she was going to return. Before … you know …”

      “Let me get this straight. You two just ambled into this fancy room, looking for Judith. Why?”

      I liked AJ, most of the time. We went way back. But sometimes I had to wonder how he made it to detective. I bit my tongue before I snapped out, aren’t you listening? Instead, I politely reminded him, “I told you. We needed serving trays for the desserts. Judith was the detail person for this event, and it seemed logical that she would know where they were. I didn’t want to just start poking around in Sue Ellen’s cupboards.”

      I heard the annoyance creep into my voice but what did AJ expect? He was seriously treating me like he thought I’d murdered Judith.

      When he said, “Calm down, Dani,” I took a deep breath and put on my best friendly smile. AJ said, “Look, I just want to understand every detail. So, you two are in this big fancy room, a quilt is on the floor. Why did you begin to unroll one of the rugs? It was obvious that Sue Ellen was moving the furniture and rugs out of the way. Why unroll one of them?”

      I knew I was repeating myself, but I went over it anyway. I called up every ounce of patience and said, “We heard a phone ringing. We kept walking around to find the phone and as we got closer, we just knew it was coming from inside the rug.”

      I shuddered at the memory. “At the time, it made sense to find the phone.” To myself I thought, at the time it might have made sense but in hindsight, I wished I’d left the desserts in the kitchen for someone else to deal with and just snagged Lily and driven home.

      I turned my head at the sound of footsteps crunching on the gravel behind me. Now what?

      “What are you doing here?” Annoyance dripped from AJ’s words like melted chocolate—slow and thick—as he glowered at Maggie Marshall. “I’m working.”

      Without skipping a beat, Maggie’s lips parted into a stellar smile, her ice blue t-shirt setting off her trim curves honed at some trendy fitness gym, I was sure. “Oh, come on AJ, I’m only in town for the weekend. By the looks of all these vehicles here, something must be going on. Let me help. I’ll put my expert investigative skills to work.” She winked and rewarded AJ with her killer smile. “No charge, but only for you.”

      I hadn’t seen Maggie since the previous month when she visited Lily. According to what Lily told me, bumping into AJ was the best thing that had happen to Maggie and what brought her back to Misty Harbor. I had a sneaky suspicion that AJ didn’t share her view. And if I didn’t think this was turning out to be one of the worst days I’d had this century, finding myself in the middle of a confrontation between these two was the topper.

      To keep AJ’s temperament cordial so he’d act halfway civil to me, I looped my arm through Maggie’s well-toned one. “How about we let AJ do his job. It looks like he needs some time to digest your generous offer.” Then I deftly turned her around and led her back to Sue Ellen’s Escalade. As soon as AJ and the crew were out of earshot, I said, “Let me fill you in on what little I know while AJ comes around to your offer.” Or not.

      Maggie quickly displayed the type of petulant behavior that might, now I can’t be sure of this, but just might, put a guy like AJ off. She turned up her whine and asked, “Why wouldn’t he want my help?” like a spoiled little girl who was used to always getting her way.

      Right now, I spoke calmly and serenely, not my normal style by a long shot, as I explained, “He’s a detective, Maggie. He has to follow the rules. You’re a private investigator and you might … circumvent some rules.  But the bigger problem is probably his ego. Want some advice?”

      Maggie rolled her eyes. Why was I not surprised? “Not really,” she said, “but I’ve got a feeling that wasn’t really a question that could have a no answer.”

      “Never mind.” I shrugged. “Figure it out yourself, then.” I dropped her arm and walked over to Lily and Sue Ellen. Now that I was all calm and serene, I figured I was in the right mood to help Lily calm Sue Ellen down.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I heard. Maggie jogged to catch up to me. “A little touchy?”

      “Not at all. You either want my advice or you don’t and either way is fine with me.” I stared at Maggie knowing that she knew how badly she’d misjudged me with her cutesy-pie answer.

      I saw the look of defeat as she said, “Okay, I’m all ears. Ever since I was last in town, I haven’t been able to get AJ out of my head. What’s your advice?”

      I sized up Maggie—attractive but her dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail gave her an intimidating look. I let her sweat for a moment while she wondered if I would give her advice or not.

      When I decided I had tortured her enough, I said, “If you’re serious about listening to what I have to offer, here it is—back off. AJ likes to control situations, so if you have a problem with that, you might as well climb in your Explorer and leave right now.”

      I tipped my head to one side and raised my brows before I added my last bit of advice. “Or, at least, let him think he’s in control. Can you do that?”

      A toothy grin met my eyes. “I’ll have to.” She nodded to all the cars in the driveway. “So, what’s going on here?”

      I nodded my head at Sue Ellen, speaking gently. “AJ just confirmed our worst fears. We found Judith Manning murdered in Sue Ellen’s house.”

      Now, it was Maggie who raised her eyebrows as her jaw dropped. “A murder? No wonder AJ bit my head off.”

      As I studied Sue Ellen, I could see she had pulled herself together. And even though Maggie and I had kept our voices low, Sue Ellen had overheard us. She walked away from Lily to join us and fixed Maggie with a determined stare. “Apparently, someone killed my best friend,” she said with new steel in her voice. “And whoever did it, will now have to deal with me.”

      Maggie popped her eyes open, apparently not expecting the dynamo who stood poised and ready for a fight. She held her hand out to Sue Ellen. “I’ve come to the right place at the right time, then,” she said. “Maggie Marshall, Private Investigator.”

      Sue Ellen’s eyes narrowed suspiciously as she considered Maggie, then she switched her gaze to me. “You know her, Dani? She seems a bit too full of herself for my liking.”

      I bit back a laugh. Apparently, it didn’t take Sue Ellen long to size someone up. “She’s all good, Sue Ellen,” I said.

      “Okay, then, Ms. Maggie Marshall, Private Investigator. You’re hired.”

      Maggie rubbed her hands together. “This will be interesting.”

      I had to agree, but I suspected it wouldn’t be interesting in the ways Maggie imagined.
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      Detective AJ Crenshaw approached us—Sue Ellen, Lily, Maggie, and me—where we were gathered next to Sue Ellen’s Escalade. He snapped his fingers and said, “Time to move along ladies, everyone except Sue Ellen. You come with me.”

      Sue Ellen’s face fell. “Um, why me, detective?” In the blink of an eye, AJ’s harsh glare melted her composure from moments ago.

      “Is this your home, Sue Ellen?” AJ pointed to the estate behind them. A bit snarky I thought, but then I realized he was running a murder investigation and that took a level of efficiency that I didn’t always consider.

      Sue Ellen nodded meekly.

      “That’s why. I need your help inside.”

      The color in Sue Ellen’s face drained away. “Will I—”

      AJ put his hand on Sue Ellen’s arm and seemed to remember he was dealing with someone’s feelings. His kindness returned and with a gentle voice told her, “You won’t have to see Judith.”

      “Okay, then.” She tried to suppress it, but a sob burst forth when she said, “I don’t think I’m ready for that, yet.”

      Lily hugged Sue Ellen. “Call when you’re done, and we’ll help with anything.”

      “Thank you. I feel like … well … like I’m moving through a nightmare.” She swiped a tear off her cheek. “Any minute I expect to wake up and find my life is back to normal instead of this … this horror.”

      “You three can leave for now,” AJ said. “I have Dani’s statement.” He took Sue Ellen’s elbow and guided her away from her car and suggested, “Let’s get this over with, shall we?” As they walked toward the house, their voices faded, but I heard AJ’s words. “It’s important to know if this was a violent break-in and robbery or something else.” Then, they disappeared inside the house.

      “Did you hear what AJ said?” Lily asked me as we walked back to my car. “I never thought of that. Maybe someone planned to break into Sue Ellen’s estate and Judith just happened to be there.”

      “But now?” I said, dismissing that idea. “Hours before a big event? Who would think that’s a smart plan?”

      Maggie chuckled but it didn’t have any mirth behind it. “I hate to be the person to break this to you Dani, but criminals aren’t always the sharpest knife in the kitchen.” She paused with her finger raised to make a suggestion. “Here’s an idea. With delivery people in and out of Sue Ellen’s house, someone could have hung back to case the place. Just from looking at the outside of this mansion, I’d assume she has plenty of valuables inside.  Someone got sticky fingers, and it went horribly wrong for the victim when she got in the way.”

      I considered that and gave her a reluctant nod. “I suppose that’s possible. We saw evidence that delivery people had come to the house sometime today. By the time we arrived to deliver the desserts, the flowers already decorated the room for the auction, and someone had stacked cases of champagne in the kitchen.”

      Maggie gave me an I-told-you-so smirk. “AJ will get details about who let them in the house from Sue Ellen. Did she leave a key for them, or leave the door unlocked, or was Judith there the whole time?” She seemed to have her eye on everything as she surveyed the surroundings. “It’s time to talk to the neighbors,” she said, and headed down the driveway. From her determined stride, she was not a woman to waste time.

      “Wait.” I jogged to catch up. “Where are we starting?”

      The question needed no answer when Lily chimed in, “There’s Sue Ellen’s neighbor getting his mail. A stroke of luck.” She leaned close to me. “He’s Judith’s husband.”

      I stopped and raised my eyebrows at Lily. I pushed my sunglasses to the top of my head and said, “I’m confused. Her husband lives next door? Hasn’t Judith been living with Sue Ellen for the past month or so?”

      “Uh-huh. But you know they’ve been going through some ups and downs.” Lily grinned and jabbed me.

      Yeah, but I didn’t know they could still borrow a cup of wine from each other. “Isn’t that awkward?” I said, but Lily didn’t seem to hear me.

      “We’d better catch up to Maggie,” she said. “As far as I’m concerned, Barry has suspect branded on his forehead.”

      Maggie, with her long legs and unwavering goal, reached Barry first.

      Barry closed his mailbox and greeted us with a curious smile. “What’s going on over there?” He pointed with the pile of flyers clutched in his hand. “At Sue Ellen’s house? I know she likes to do everything with a big bang, but the police and fire department? Isn’t that over the top security even for her?”

      I pushed in front of Maggie. “Barry, right?” I held my hand out to shake his and gave him my name.

      Barry’s head dipped a fraction of an inch as he took my hand. “Do I know you?”

      “I’m sure you’ve seen me working at the Little Dog Diner.”

      Barry squinted then tapped his head with the heel of his hand. “That’s it. I’m not used to seeing you away from the diner. I have to tell you that I love your clam chowder and the blueberry pie. Best anywhere.” He patted his stomach with a greedy but funny gesture. “I try not to indulge too often,” he said. “But I left room for your desserts at the auction tonight. I’ve been looking forward to viewing the finished quilt. Judith has raved about it since she came up with the idea.”

      “You and Judith talk a lot?” Lily asked.

      Barry tucked his mail under his arm and leaned against his mailbox. “You sound surprised. Does everyone in town think we have knives out for each other? Is that the gossip around Misty Harbor?” He shook his head in disbelief. “Of course, the way people talk, it would be. Just because we aren’t living together at the moment, doesn’t mean we’ve become incommunicado. Actually, ever since Judith moved in with Sue Ellen, we’ve been communicating better and see each other regularly. I guess we just needed a little space.”

      TMI I thought, but maybe he was just a chatty guy. His gaze returned to the commotion in Sue Ellen’s driveway. His forehead wrinkled. “What happened?”

      “Listen, Barry. There’s been an accident.”

      “Oh, no,” he said straightening up and grabbing the mail slipping from under his arm. “Poor Sue Ellen.”

      I softened my voice to ease the blow of what I had to tell him. “It’s Judith.”

      He gasped and his hand flew to cover his mouth as, dropping the mail, he began to run toward Sue Ellen’s house.

      With one giant step, Maggie blocked Barry’s path. She put her hand on his shoulder in a consoling manner and cut to the chase.

      “She’s dead, Barry. Sorry to hit you with the news, but it’s better than finding out over there.”

      We all turned as we heard a white-draped stretcher crunch across the driveway. I can’t say what went on in anyone else’s mind as we watched it get loaded it into an unmarked van, but a flood of sadness hit me.

      Barry’s face lost all its color and his breath came in rapid gasps. “Dead?” he said, his voice rising in shock. “Did she fall? I know she was concerned about hanging the quilt.”

      Lily and I let Maggie continue to run the show. “The police will figure out what happened,” she said. With her arm around Barry’s shoulder, she turned him back toward his driveway. “There’s a lot of commotion over there. Did you see or hear anything unusual earlier?”

      Barry’s head moved back and forth at a snail’s pace to indicate no. “I just got home from the library. Research for my upcoming talk at the historical society took all afternoon. Plus, Judith planned to have me present information about the history of quilts tonight, too. It was supposed to be a surprise.”

      As Barry walked and talked, the van drove away. I said, “Barry, is there anyone we can call for you? Some family member or friend to be with you right now?” I wanted Maggie to wind up this talk with Barry since he had no information to offer, and he had an alibi. Maybe someone else could be with him in his time of need. Time was ticking away, and we had to question other neighbors.

      Barry said, “No, I think I want to be alone.”

      I slowed down and called over Maggie’s shoulder. “I wonder if Sue Ellen is done with Detective Crenshaw yet. We should check how she’s doing.”

      “You know,” Barry said, turning to us. “Judith told me that Sue Ellen hinted about how she had overstayed her welcome. She was thinking about moving back home with me.”

      “I’m sure Detective Crenshaw will be interested in that information when he interviews you since everyone in the vicinity will be questioned.” Maggie made no attempt to hide that her comment included Barry.

      “All I can say about that is, I’m sure glad I wasn’t home. You know, since Judith and I have had some ups and downs, and being the husband never is a good thing in a situation like this.” Barry gathered up his mail that had scattered around his mailbox, tucked it under his arm and with his head bowed and shoulders sagging, he walked up the stone path to his house.

      “What do you think he was implying with that comment about Sue Ellen wanting Judith to move?” I asked Maggie.

      “A not-so-subtle hint that, with Judith dead, Sue Ellen got what she wanted,” Maggie continued her fast pace making Lily and me jog to keep up.

      “But Sue Ellen wouldn’t hire you if she murdered Judith, would she?” I asked Maggie after we were closer to the scene of the crime.

      “You never know what motivates someone,” Maggie replied. “I stopped trying to figure that part out a long time ago."

      “You know,” Lily said, “I never got the impression that Sue Ellen wanted Judith to move, but I did sense tension between those two sometimes. I wonder if what Barry said is true, but it was kept all hush-hush. Sue Ellen has her reputation to maintain.”

      “Reputation?” Maggie asked, turning to look at Lily.

      “Yeah. Sue Ellen is all about her image and how she does so much for others. She would never actually kick Judith out but she might make life difficult for her so she would want to move out.”

      “Or kill her?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. That seems kind of harsh and she did act genuinely surprised, shocked, and upset with the turn of events,” Lily replied. “Sue Ellen tends to be an open book when it comes to her emotions.”

      “Here she comes now.” Maggie strode away from us. “Sue Ellen.”

      “Can you believe it?” Sue Ellen sputtered, her face as red as her Cadillac and fists clenched like she was ready to punch someone or something.

      “Believe what, Sue Ellen?” I asked, imagining the worst.  Did they find another body? Had Detective Crenshaw accused her of murdering Judith in her own house and hiding the body in the Persian rug?

      “They impounded all the desserts. Every. Single. One. It’s a total loss and I’m sending a bill to the police department. Now, let’s go talk to Barry. That scoundrel lives next door, and I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him. He kept following Judith around, whispering in her ear that I wasn’t trustworthy. Me? Not trustworthy? He’s the one who cleaned out their bank account when she told him she needed space. That scheme left her close to penniless. I hope that detective questions him before he manages to weasel his way out of this atrocity!”

      I glanced at Lily and assumed her shocked expression mirrored my own. Who was telling the truth? Or, had Judith, in her quiet way, gotten caught between two neighbors obviously at war with each other?
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      Before Sue Ellen managed to stomp more than a few feet across her driveway to the grieving Barry, Maggie pulled on her arm and Sue Ellen ground to a halt. “Slow down, Sue Ellen. We already talked to Barry, and he has an alibi. Or so he says, and don’t worry, I’ll check it out. What about the flower and champagne delivery people?”

      “Oh.” Sue Ellen made an attempt to get her temper under control by fluffing the hair on the back of her head until it stood on end. “I never considered them.” She reached into her giant leather bag and pulled out a red notebook. “Let me see,” she said as she thumbed through the pages. “Here we go—flower delivery at five, champagne delivery at five fifteen, and desserts at five thirty.” She closed her book and looked at Maggie. “Does that help?”

      “It’s a start. And when was Judith supposed to be here? We need to know the overlap.”

      “Judith was here for the entire afternoon. Hanging that quilt had turned into a nightmare along with all the other little details—finding platters for the desserts, unpacking champagne glasses, moving the furniture, and sprucing up the powder room.”

      “Sprucing up the powder room?” Lily asked. “How do you even do that?”

      Sue Ellen waved her hand dismissively. “A few flowers, scented soap, new towels. Like I said, Judith obsessed over every single detail.”

      “Sue Ellen? We found something.” Detective Crenshaw strode toward us. “You need to come back inside.”

      “You did?” Sue Ellen’s hand went to her throat. “What is it? The murder weapon?”

      Detective Crenshaw didn’t give us a clue, just took Sue Ellen by the elbow, guiding her toward her house. We weren’t invited, but we weren’t told to stay behind either, so I followed. With a wave of my hand, I beckoned for Lily and Maggie to keep up. If AJ tried to stop us, I was prepared to insist that Sue Ellen needed our moral support. After all, Maggie was working for Sue Ellen now and she couldn’t hide that fact from the detective forever.

      The massive front door stood ajar as AJ stepped to the side allowing Sue Ellen to enter first. He glanced behind her and nodded to Lily and me. “I’ve got questions for you, too, so come on in.” He thrust his hand in front of Maggie though. “You can wait outside.”

      “Oh, she’s working for me and I need her,” Sue Ellen said, taking control of the situation without any help from me.

      AJ’s eyes narrowed on Maggie. “That was quick. Chasing ambulances now, are you?”

      Maggie, to her credit, ignored the insult and smiled at AJ. “Nothing of the sort, detective. Don’t worry, I won’t interfere with your investigation.”

      “Or anything else.” His eyes blazed when he threw that warning Maggie’s way.

      Ouch, I thought. I had to wonder what happened last month. I tried to recall a snippet of the story Lily had told me, but nothing came to mind that justified AJ’s antagonism. Whatever it was had turned AJ into an iceberg that Maggie was trying her hardest to thaw. Maggie probably made a big mistake by accepting Sue Ellen’s job offer if she had even a smidgen of hope it would lead to a date with AJ. I’d known the detective long enough to recognize the wall he’d thrown up around himself. Good luck to Maggie if she thought batting her eyelashes at him would tear it down.

      Maggie stood next to Sue Ellen with a comforting hand on the small of her back. It was either a kind and reassuring gesture on her part, or, an attempt to needle AJ and show him that she was involved whether he liked it or not.

      In any case, AJ turned his back to her and spoke to Lily and me. “Before I get to Sue Ellen, I want you to come with me and take another look at the scene of the crime.”

      Lily and I exchanged a look, no doubt she, too, was thinking, “Not again.” I for one had had enough of murder scenes, especially when the victim was someone I’d served coffee and a pastry to that very morning. Nevertheless, I didn’t see any way out of it, so we followed AJ through the spacious entryway, under a gilded archway, and into the now infamous living room. The mere act of stepping onto the marble floor, made my skin prickle with chills.

      “Look around carefully,” AJ said. “Do you see any details that you may have skipped over earlier?”

      Even though I would rather have been scrubbing the floor in the Little Dog Diner, anything really than helping solve a heinous crime, I took a deep breath and gave the room a cursory glance. “I’ve already told you, AJ, I’d never been in this room before today so I’m not sure what to even look for.”

      “I know,” he said, “but give it your best shot. You never know what you’ll come up with that could help us crack this case.”

      To humor him, because I doubted I had anything more to offer, I did scan the room from one corner to the other, taking in paintings, curtains, and nick-knacks; items that, to tell the truth, I hadn’t noticed earlier. But that didn’t seem important as everything that caught my eye appeared to fit in a room that was over the top opulent. The last object I noticed, the one I tried to avoid, was the Persian rug where Judith had been hidden. It was completely unrolled but one edge was flipped upside-down. I stepped closer to the rug. “What are those dark smudges?” I asked, but I should have known.

      “Blood.” Maggie said, with the confidence of someone who had seen too many bloodstains. “Blood dries to a dark color like that.”

      “But it’s on the outside, not inside where Judith’s body was rolled up.” I crouched and reached toward the smudge.

      “Don’t touch anything!” AJ yelled as he grabbed my arm.

      Like a swarm of bees, all the investigators in the room surrounded me. “It kind of blends in with the colors of the rug. How did you even notice that?” AJ asked.

      I was thinking, how did they miss it? This was their job after all. “When you spend as much time as I do removing food spills from my clothes, I see stuff like this.” I took a closer look and then shook my head at AJ. “I don’t think it’s blood. I think it’s chocolate, and I think it’s fresh.”

      I could tell from the way AJ’s jaw contorted that he wasn’t sure whether to believe me or not. After all, I didn’t have the credentials that said I was a pro at this. “You sure about that?” he asked, giving a sarcastic grin to his colleagues. Why was he so ready to knock down my theory? Since I knew I was right.

      “With the goodies you carried into the kitchen, maybe you or Lily smeared that on the rug when you decided to unroll it.” AJ straightened and stretched his back to work the kinks out.

      I clamped my mouth closed before I blurted out the wrong thing. Lily was not so discreet. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard today. Every single dessert we delivered was in unopened boxes.”

      “Which your men have impounded,” Sue Ellen added for emphasis.

      AJ picked up a Little Dog Diner bag from the floor near a big potted philodendron. “So, maybe this plant ate a couple of chocolate covered brownies?”

      Sue Ellen gasped. Her hand flew to cover her mouth. “I brought those here for Judith so she could sample them before the auction.”

      “Oh, you’re telling me that Judith helped herself to a brownie and then rolled herself up in your Persian rug?” AJ’s face was inches away from Sue Ellen’s. Sue Ellen backed up.

      “I had a corner of one, too. Before I left to pick up extra drinks. Judith was going to get water and seltzer for those who didn’t want champagne, but she wasn’t happy with the way the quilt was hanging. I said stay, fix the quilt, and I’ll do the shopping.”

      Someone in the room dropped a pen. The ping echoed from one corner to the other in the silence after Sue Ellen’s explanation. She had been here with Judith. She ate a brownie and could have smeared chocolate on the outside of the rug.

      The wall stopped Sue Ellen’s backward movement. Slowly, she slid to the floor.

      AJ followed until he stood above Sue Ellen. “That’s interesting, Sue Ellen,” he said, staring down at her. “And I’m curious why you didn’t mention that to me earlier?”

      “You’re looking for Judith’s murderer. I didn’t think what I did was important.” Her voice, though barely above a whisper, reverberated in the deathly silence of her fancy room.

      “And, what else have you thought wasn’t important for me to know, Sue Ellen?” AJ stretched an arm out and pointed his finger down at her like a bird dog zeroing in on its target and refusing to budge.

      Sue Ellen’s face, which had paled as she realized she had possibly implicated herself, now turned a frightening, ghostly white. She gulped and barely got out the words, “Something is missing from my glass top display case.”

      Without moving my head, I glanced at Lily and Maggie to see their reactions. Frozen in place, just like I was.

      AJ leaned one hand on the wall above Sue Ellen, effectively caging her in. “Something is missing? Missing as in stolen?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, her voice quivering, almost on the verge of tears

      “Valuable?”

      Sue Ellen nodded. She glanced at Maggie. “I thought, or at least hoped, that Maggie could find it before word spread through town.”

      Now AJ crouched in front of Sue Ellen so we couldn’t see her face. “What’s missing?”

      “A gold coin. It was in my display case but not in plain sight.” She let out a dreadful sigh. “I know I should have kept it in a safe deposit box, but I liked having it here with me.  My father always kept it in the display case, and I couldn’t bear to move it.” She sniffled and just beyond AJ’s head I could see her rub her cheek with her shoulder. “Judith moved her valuable Venus sculpture out of the living room, and she suggested that I move my coins before the auction. Maybe she moved them, but if she did, she never told me.”

      Maggie went to Sue Ellen and crouched down next to her. Lily and I followed suit, walking from behind AJ to the wall, declaring ourselves members of Sue Ellen’s posse.

      Maggie put her hand on Sue Ellen’s knee. “Sue Ellen, don’t worry. I’ll help you get your treasure back.”

      I didn’t miss the piercing glare that passed from AJ to Maggie. I had to agree. Why would she promise that? And was Sue Ellen’s explanation about the brownies for real or her attempt to shift the focus away from herself? I made two mental check marks—one next to Barry’s name until his alibi checked out and, as much as I hated the idea of it, one next to Sue Ellen’s name.

      This was shaping up into a hole filled with quicksand, and I saw no way to free myself from being pulled into the mess.

      AJ extended his hand to Sue Ellen. She grunted as he helped her up from the floor. “There’s one more question for you, Sue Ellen.”

      I cringed. This ordeal went on forever. And from the expression on AJ’s face, I didn’t think Sue Ellen would like what was coming next.

      She smoothed her red dress, adjusted the chain around her neck that held her reading glasses, and waited without saying a word. The crime photographer and other policemen and women milled around, seemingly back to their jobs of documenting evidence.

      “We found this inside the rug along with the body.” AJ held up an evidence bag with a book inside. “Have you seen this before?”

      “It looks like Judith’s favorite book of old quilts. I looked through it to study the designs and familiarize myself with the quilting terminology.”

      “That’s interesting because,” AJ carefully opened the cover, “the inside of the book is hollow.”

      Sue Ellen squinted at the book. “I don’t understand.”

      AJ held up another bag. “And this was inside.”

      “My gold coin?”

      “Something doesn’t add up, Sue Ellen,” AJ said.

      I knew it would add up to something, but I was positive it wouldn’t add up to anything good.
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      It was a relief to leave my sputtering, backfiring Honda at the Little Dog Diner and get in my grandmother’s dark green MG that she’d more or less given to me, and drive to her house, Sea Breeze. Lily followed me.

      Rose’s house sat atop a rise overlooking Blueberry Bay, making it the perfect place to refuel, rethink, and remind myself of the thorny mess I’d gotten myself involved in.

      Pip, with her dog sense, barreled into me as soon as I stepped inside the front door of Sea Breeze. A deep satisfying sigh drained my worry away as soon as Pip leaped into my arms and a spicy aroma filled my nose. Rose must have decided to throw together her easy peasy, last minute spicy bean dip. I’d have to kiss her on both cheeks for her thoughtfulness.

      My stomach rumbled in anticipation as I followed my nose into the kitchen.

      Voices drifting from Rose’s kitchen let me know she had company and the voice I heard made my heart throb a little harder. I once thought Luke Sinclair was the man for me… until he married someone else. He recently returned to Misty Harbor as a widower, and we had started to slowly rebuild that old friendship into something better than ever.

      At least, that was my opinion.

      “Now that I smell food, I have to diagnose my condition as starving.” I said when I entered the kitchen, nodding to Luke and his father Spencer. I helped myself to a chip and scooped it through Rose’s bean dip.

      All seemed normal … for the moment. But I knew these moments had a nasty tendency to be short-lived.

      “How was your day?” Rose asked as she set five wine glasses on the counter next to a bottle of chardonnay. “Help yourselves.”

      “Our day? I guess one of us should have called to fill you in. You won’t believe what happened.” I filled my wine glass, swirled the fruity red liquid, and took a sip. “Ahh. Just what I needed today. Thanks, Rose.”

      “So, fill us in. To be honest, I needed a nap after Rudy left, and then I did some cooking to release my tension.” Rose picked up her own glass of wine and sat on a stool at the counter. “I hope your afternoon went better than my morning with Rudy.” She turned to her guest also sampling the bean dip. “Right Luke? His ideas for filming at Blueberry Acres were not at all what I had in mind. He was all about the stone walls and trees and didn’t care about the blueberries! I was glad to see the back of him when he left to meet Sue Ellen.”

      Luke nodded and said with a mouthful of chip and dip, “He’ll come around.”

      As frustrating as it sounded for Rose, I was positive it couldn’t have been worse than what Lily and I had experienced. “Have you ever been in Sue Ellen’s house?” I began.

      “Yes,” Rose said. “A bit over the top, but gorgeous nonetheless, and perfect for the auction tonight. We have just enough time for this wine and bean dip and something special I whipped up before we have to get ready. I don’t want to be late or we’ll never get a parking spot. Is everything all set?”

      “Not exactly,” Lily said. Her glance in my direction held a silent plea for me to deliver the bad news.

      Rose sent me a scowl. “I saw that look between the two of you. What happened, and don’t make a novel out of whatever it is.” Rose scooped some bean dip and crunched the chip. “We don’t have all night.”

      “Judith is dead,” I blurted out. There really was no way to say it in a less shocking manner. “We found her rolled up in one of Sue Ellen’s Persian rugs.”

      Rose’s mouth literally fell open. Almost to her chest. “Dead?”

      “Well, she wasn’t taking a nap in there. We heard a door slam and now I’m wondering if whoever murdered her, panicked when they heard us and fled. Maybe the original plan was to take the body, hide it, and lead the police on a wild goose chase.”

      That thought hadn’t occurred to me earlier, and it was more disturbing since it meant the murder was not accidental with a botched getaway, but premeditated.

      I sipped some more wine. “There won’t be any auction tonight. It had to be canceled.”

      Rose stared into her wine before she looked up at me. “Of course, Sue Ellen should cancel it. This is horrible. How’s she holding up?” Rose pointed at me. “Start at the beginning.” She pulled out one of her yellow-lined pads of paper that she used for writing articles for the Blueberry Bay Grapevine and a fine point black pen. “Should I jot down all the details that you can remember?”

      I nodded, and Rose waited for me to scoop up more bean dip before I began.

      “Okay. In a nutshell, Lily and I arrived at Sue Ellen’s house with all the desserts. Judith’s car was parked in front and the liquor store truck barreled out as we pulled in.” I looked at Lily. “Maybe that was the murderer rushing away from the scene of the crime.”

      Rose filled her yellow-lined pad with her neat cursive handwriting. Even under duress, her writing looked elegant and never hurried or sloppy like mine.

      “Dani?”

      “Oh yeah. So, we brought the desserts into Sue Ellen’s kitchen and put them on her kitchen island with the cases of champagne.”

      “Did you find Judith in the kitchen?” Rose whispered.

      “No. We looked for her to find trays for the desserts. Lily knew the way to the big living room where the event was supposed to be held. We figured we’d find her there, but the room appeared to be empty. The quilt was a mess on the floor, and we heard a door slam.”

      Luke said, “What do you mean the quilt was on the floor? What happened to it?”

      “We don’t know. It looked like it fell off the hook on the wall.”

      Lily cut in. “Anyway, about the noise. I went to see who that was, thinking it had to be Judith looking for a ladder or someone to help rehang the quilt.”

      I sipped more wine to fortify myself for this sad tale. “Yeah,” I said, feeling a pang at the memory. “In the meantime, I tried to straighten the quilt but something heavy held it down.”

      Rose covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes big round discs. “She was killed by the quilt falling on her?”

      “No, no. Actually, we don’t know how she was killed. But a pedestal was all tangled up in the quilt. I did have a moment of panic before I discovered what it was, though.” I glanced at Lily. “You weren’t back yet but it was really creepy. I thought Judith might have been under the quilt and was relieved it was only the pedestal. Little did I know,” I said with my mouth curled up in a grimace.

      “Okay,” Rose said, “Backtrack a minute. You found the quilt on the floor, wrapped around a pedestal. Where was Judith?”

      “We heard a phone ring,” I said. For some reason, it was getting hard to keep the details straight for Rose. We kept going back and forth. “Anyway,” I said, “a muffled ringing and we couldn’t figure out where it came from.” I finished my wine and slid it toward the bottle. “Maybe I’ll have a second glass since we aren’t going out tonight anyway.”

      Lily opened another bottle and topped off all five glasses before she picked up the tale again. “We followed the ringing. Honestly, it sounded like it wanted us to answer it and we kept walking around the room searching for the phone. We moved closer and closer to the sound every time the phone rang until we realized the noise was coming from inside one of Sue Ellen’s big rolled up Persian rugs. Dani reached in—”

      “And I pulled out a shoe. Judith’s black sensible pump.” I shuddered; the memory still so fresh in my mind.

      “So, where did you find her?”

      “Actually, we ran out of the house and locked ourselves in my car. I really didn’t want to see what was attached to that shoe but deep down I knew it was Judith rolled inside the rug. Who else could have been wearing her sensible black pump? Detective Crenshaw arrived and confirmed the body was Judith.”

      “Right.” Rose filled that page of notes and flipped the paper over, just in time to hear the doorbell ring. “What now?”

      Pip yipped and rushed to the door.

      “Company?” I asked.

      Rose shrugged. “I’m not expecting anyone.”

      I followed Pip and opened the door, surprised when Sue Ellen swooshed inside, her arms overloaded with containers. “I had to cancel my auction, so I’m bringing food to you guys, otherwise it’ll go to waste. Besides, I need to keep busy doing something. If I just sit around, I’ll be a total mess.” She stuck her foot in the door so it didn’t swing closed and called to someone behind her. “Hurry, Rudy. The mosquitoes are hot on your heels to get inside and eat us alive.”

      Rudy? Hadn’t Rose just told us in so many words she’d had enough of him for one day?

      “Oh,” Rose said, when Sue Ellen descended on her kitchen, screwing her mouth in a pout when the lady in red spread her offerings on the counter.

      “We weren’t expecting company, Sue Ellen,” Rose said, “and I already had a little something planned to eat before we left for the auction.” So far, she hadn’t acknowledged Rudy.

      Sue Ellen gave the kitchen and its occupants a quick glance. “You have plenty of people here to eat your food and mine.” Sue Ellen didn’t take no for an answer—subtle or otherwise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Was this turning into some sort of competition? If so, Rose would win hands down. Homemade vs. takeout? No competition there.

      “Whatever you’re cooking smells delicious, Rose,” I said, hoping to stroke her ego a bit after Sue Ellen’s intrusion.

      “Thank you, Dani. Of course, it will be delicious,” she said imperiously. She’d given Rudy a nod and proceeded to ignore him. Then said, “Have I ever let any of you down?” Rose eyed us all, daring someone to say they didn’t love her cooking.

      Spencer, apparently oblivious to the tender nerve Rose had about her cooking, stuck his foot in it. “What about that time you decided to deep fry squash blossoms? I seem to remember we ended up eating globs of greasy batter.”

      I chuckled, leaning back with my arms folded, and decided to enjoy this moment way more than I should. Hearing stories from Spencer and Rose about their childhood friendship always proved entertaining. Plus, the details I gleaned from their stories shed light on my background.

      “Tell me more,” I said eagerly. “I haven’t had the pleasure of savoring greasy globs of batter, but I have a vague memory of the time you mixed up the baking powder and baking soda in your banana bread.”

      Of course, I exaggerated a grimace to punctuate the awful taste. “The dog even refused to eat it as I recall.”

      Rose gave each of us the evil eye. “Are you two done yet?  Because if you keep it up, I’ll pack up this teriyaki chicken with sugar snap peas, baby corn, and shitake mushrooms and you can pig out on Sue Ellen’s take out?”

      Rose stared at Spencer, then me, with one eyebrow ticked up. “Well?” she said, arms crossed now, waiting for an answer.

      Spencer seemed oblivious. “What about those blueberry pancakes that time,” he said, blundering on. “They were so thin, they stuck to the pan and burned.” He let out a guffaw at the memory. “You made me eat them anyway, Rose, but after I drowned them with a pitcher of maple syrup, I did manage to choke them down.”

      Rudy sputtered and opened his mouth but shut it as soon as Rose gave him her withering stink eye. She shook her finger at him. “Don’t you start on me too, or—”

      Rudy held both hands up and jumped into the conversation before Rose finished her thought. “The way I heard it,” he paused as he looked at each of her friends. “Rose never had a failed cooking endeavor when she ran the Little Dog Diner. Single-handed, too. At least, that’s what she mentioned today while we were discussing the plans for our videotaping project. After these stories, I have to wonder, does she have a selective memory?”

      Rose poured herself another glass of wine but still offered none to Rudy. “The squash blossom disaster that Spencer shared happened when I was twelve years old and, honestly, I don’t even remember the blueberry pancake mess.”

      I came to Rose’s rescue, wrapping my arms around my grandmother. “I’m sure those early failures were all part of your learning curve.  They got you where you are today—the best teacher I ever had in the kitchen. And I can’t thank you enough.”

      Rose hugged me back and whispered, “Bless you, Dani.” She faced everyone in her kitchen. “Now, do you people want to eat or not?”

      Spencer moved close to Rose and put his hands on her shoulders. “Feeling outnumbered? You know we love your incredible skills turning ordinary ingredients into tasty adventures, but sometimes it is fun to pick on you. It makes me feel like I’m ten years old again.”

      He held his glass up. “To Rudy’s video putting the Little Dog Diner on the map for anyone coming to Misty Harbor who wants the best comfort food in Maine and, of course, the best blueberry pie.”

      “Well, in that case, pour the man a glass of wine and let’s get this dinner on the table.” Rose, who always kept everything in the proper perspective slid a glass toward Rudy and busied herself with setting the table for seven.

      A loud knock made everyone turn for the door. Pip who had her comfortable spot in the window seat of the kitchen nook, charged and yipped at the door, the hair on her back standing at attention.

      She took this guard duty seriously.

      “More company?” I asked. Today had turned into everything I didn’t want. First, the dessert delivery that set the other problems in motion. Now, with Luke, Spencer, Sue Ellen, and Rudy settling in for dinner with what should have been only Rose, Lily, and me, I couldn’t help but wonder what new surprise was behind the door.

      Rose opened it. “Maggie Marshall? When did you get to town?” She pulled Maggie into an embrace. “Come on in and join the crowd. Have you heard the news yet?”

      Maggie joined us in the kitchen, flicking her long, brunette locks over her shoulder as she greeted each one of us. I didn’t miss her quick survey of the room or the extra scrutiny she gave to Rudy, which included an almost imperceptible head tilt and slight narrowing of her luminous sea green eyes. What was that about?

      Maggie smiled. “I have heard. As a matter of fact, I’m working for Sue Ellen, which probably ruined my high hopes of hanging out with AJ this weekend.” She bent down to pat Pip, who had her front paws on Maggie’s thighs, her tail beating a rhythm like a conductor’s baton. “At least someone’s happy to see me,” Maggie said with a fake pout that made Rose laugh.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” Rose said with a nod toward the refreshments. “There’s plenty of wine and food and it’ll only take a minute to add another plate for you if you’d like to join us.”

      Maggie seemed caught off guard by our impromptu party. “Oh. I guess I wasn’t thinking about my timing when I intruded,” she said, her face drawn down in an apology.

      “No problem,” I said and poured a glass of wine for her. “You probably need this after the surprises that hit you today.”

      “Ha! That’s the understatement of the year. I never imagined that I’d arrive right at the beginning of a murder investigation.” She downed half the glass of wine in one gulp, then said, “Or, that I’d be hired to investigate that murder. Taking the job may have been my worst decision in a long time. AJ is furious.” She held her hand out to Rudy. “I’m Maggie Marshall, by the way.”

      Rudy, looking weary compared to his sprightly appearance in the diner this morning, accepted the offered hand. “Rudy Genova. You’re investigating the murder?” I didn’t miss what sounded like concern in his voice.

      Rose carried her steaming hot teriyaki chicken mixture to the table, along with heated rolls, and a tossed salad while I watched Rudy’s cheerful expression change to worried concern.

      “Who are you working for?” he asked.

      “Sue Ellen.”

      Rudy sank into the nearest chair at the table. “Sue Ellen told me that one of her neighbors saw someone knock on her front door earlier today. She said the woman described someone who sounded like me.”

      “Were you there?” Maggie asked, attacking her glass of wine again.

      Something in the way she cast her eyes at Rudy caught my attention. Had she already uncovered this information?

      “Yeah.” He sat back and crossed his arms. “I had an appointment to meet Sue Ellen at her house. I was supposed to film the auction and we were to go over the set-up. But, no one answered my knock, and I left.”

      “You left?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes,” Rudy said too forcefully. “I left. I walked back to my car and drove away.”

      “Were there any cars in the driveway?” I asked.

      Rudy rubbed his chin. “Just a small sedan, I think. It struck me as odd that there wasn’t more activity for such an important event, but I had a lot on my mind and didn’t dwell on it much.”

      “What time was that?” I continued my line of questions, trying to get this timeline accurate. This information was useful since the car Rudy described was most likely Judith’s car. “Because Lily and I were there at five thirty. The only car we saw in the driveway was a small sedan belonging to the murdered woman.”

      “I’m not positive.” Rudy turned to Rose. “When did I leave here?”

      “It was close to one by the time you left. Did you go straight to Sue Ellen’s house?”

      “No, the plan was to meet her around four, but like I already told you, she wasn’t home. I tried to call her to check on my timing, but my call went straight to voice mail.”

      “You’re sure about that time?” Maggie asked. “What were you doing between when you left Rose’s house and when you say you arrived at Sue Ellen’s house at four?”

      Rudy’s eyes shifted from one person to another until they stopped at me. “Actually, I bumped into someone who said she’s an acquaintance of yours. She owns Creative Designs across from the Little Dog Diner.”

      “Kelly? You went to her store?”

      Rudy nodded. “We chatted for a bit and I looked at her beautiful display of ceramics, blown glass, and paintings. There’s a lot of talent in Maine. I’d love to do a series of videos on artists and their creations.”

      “I can’t imagine that took three hours,” I said.

      He threw up his hands as if to say, what can I tell you. “At the most, I was in that shop for forty-five minutes. I had time to kill before Sue Ellen expected me, so I meandered up and down Main Street. I wasn’t in a rush, and I wanted to get a feel for the town, since I don’t live here. I knew it would help me with the video.” He paused; his expression wary. “Why all the questions about my activities?”

      Sue Ellen sidled up next to Rudy like a mama bear protecting her cub. “Geesh, you guys are looking at Rudy like he killed my friend. Why would he do that?”

      “Good question, Sue Ellen.” Maggie sipped her wine. “And I don’t have an answer, but I would like to know why he’s lying about when he went to your house.”

      Sue Ellen’s jaw dropped.

      Maggie continued, “I spoke with your neighbor, Alice Cross.” She checked a page in her little notebook.

      Sue Ellen, “I know Alice, nice, but a bit of a busybody.”

      “Well, Alice is positive she saw someone who fits Rudy’s description to a T… at three o’clock, and again at four.” Maggie paused to let that sink in. “Did you go twice, Rudy?”

      “No! What difference does it make anyway? I never went inside.”

      “Rudy?” Sue Ellen scowled at him. “I want to believe you and Alice does stick her nose where it doesn’t belong sometimes, which causes more trouble than you’d believe, but still, I don’t like this.” She picked at the chips on her plate and scooped up some of Rose’s bean dip. “I suddenly have a bad taste in my mouth and it’s not from the food I brought.”

      Maggie refilled her wine glass and sat at the table watching Rudy who fidgeted like a nervous, cornered chipmunk. “Are we allowed to dig into this food yet?”

      “Yeah, dig in,” Moving the focus of our conversation to our food instead of Rudy’s whereabouts, worked for me. The sooner everyone ate, the sooner they would leave.

      I was ready for a break in this drama-filled day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The mouthwatering aroma of frying bacon and brewing coffee drifted upstairs while I lay comfortably in bed at Sea Breeze early Saturday morning. Rose had changed her morning routine from relaxing with her coffee to fixing breakfast for us, giving me time to take a jog on the beach with Pip before I left for the diner.

      I liked being spoiled that way and Pip never complained.

      I pulled on my running shorts and t-shirt and bounced downstairs. As expected, Pip greeted me with a yelp, a wagging tail, and a new bandana, one of Rose’s indulgences, as soon as my foot hit the last step.

      “Be back in twenty minutes,” I shouted into the kitchen as the colorful Pip and I left the house. I did a minute of stretching on the patio with the misty air cooling my skin before we headed down the steps to the strip of beach that ran along Blueberry Bay.

      My feet dug into the soft sand, and seagulls squawked at our intrusion. This only made Pip run faster until they surrendered their spot on the beach and flapped off into the sky. She didn’t have as much luck controlling the waves because as soon as she nipped at one, another took its place.

      I laughed at her antics and said a silent thank you that I’d been able to rescue this little bundle of energy from a traumatic situation and now we were partners.

      Early morning was the best time to be out; we had the beach all to ourselves.  At an outcropping of rocks, which marked the end of the sandy stretch, I did a few jumping jacks and turned around to head back. Pip hung behind sniffing whatever interested her, but as hard as I tried, she always shot ahead of me before we returned to the steps leading up to Sea Breeze.

      I collapsed in one of the patio chairs, laughing, and petting her. “I don’t think I could ever tire you out.”

      Rose carried a tray out, setting it on the table before she sat down. “Pip won again?”

      “Are you kidding me?” I said before I guzzled a big glass of juice. “What did you expect? It’s that new lime green and pink bandana you got for her. Have you seen how she runs like the wind, trying to make it fly off? What were you thinking, buying that for her,” I said, teasing Rose. “It’s a terrible color combo.” I piled eggs on toast, topped it with a strip of bacon, and took a bite, laughing to myself.

      “I think it’s quite nice—like a sunset over a field of new grass. Sort of,” Rose said defensively as she poured us both coffee. She was as attached now to Pip as I was.

      “By the way, Dani,” she warned, turning serious. “Keep your ears open in the diner today. I’ll bet you’ll hear a ton of chatter about the murder, including speculation and rumors. But who knows? Judith knew a lot of folks in town and you might pick up an interesting tidbit or two. I’ll keep Pip with me next door while I’m working on the paper, but I’ll pop into the diner when I can.”

      I shoved the last bite of bacon in my mouth, washed it down with coffee, and headed for the kitchen with my dirty dishes. “Thanks, I will. A quick shower for me then off to work.”

      I was extra careful driving into town since AJ had given me one warning on my record a while back, and I couldn’t afford to get a ticket. It sure took all the fun out of driving Rose’s MG.

      When I pulled into my spot in front of the diner and entered the kitchen, I found Lily hard at work. She had the grill cleaned and hot, breakfast ingredients prepped and ready, and both pots of coffee steaming. The diner sizzled with the first customers and their expectation of delicious food we served. Early morning regulars who liked to start their day greeting their friends and reading a copy of Rose’s Blueberry Bay Grapevine didn’t waste time filtering inside to order a breakfast sandwich or muffin, or a big stack of blueberry pancakes. Lily and I got the food dished up and served, while the good people of Misty Harbor devoured it over chatter about Judith’s murder.

      As I moved through the diner with steaming coffee and plates of Lily’s fragrant pastries fresh from the oven, the unmistakable whispers about murder, gold coins, and a vengeful spouse met my ears. Nothing captured peoples’ attention more than a murder wrapped around the possibility of a scandal involving money and love.

      “I heard a bag of gold coins was stolen,” one old man reported to his friend.

      “It had to be an outah townah that did her in. Poor thing was only hanging her quilt when she got suffocated by it,” the friend said.

      I had to tune out all the exaggerations. None of these people knew what happened to Judith, unless the killer was sitting in the diner quietly listening and laughing. A chill crept up my spine as I surveyed everyone enjoying breakfast.

      Rudy sat alone in the same corner seat he’d occupied the day before. From his rumpled clothes, disheveled hair, and day-old growth on his face, I’d say he hadn’t slept for more than five minutes since he left Rose’s house last night. Luke and his dad, Spencer, sat at the counter, discussing the progress of their blueberry crop. Excellent, from what I could tell.

      The next customer to step up to the counter tested my ability to keep my face friendly instead of shocked. “Barry?” I said, aware of an element of surprise that squeaked into my voice.  “What brings you into the Little Dog Diner?”

      In contrast to Rudy’s grizzled appearance, Barry’s clean-shaven smile belonged in a toothpaste ad. “Delicious baked goods and the best coffee besides my own. I’ll have one large coffee to go and a half dozen of those moist, chocolate-frosted brownies. I’ve never tasted anything so sweet and delicious in my life.”

      “Well, thank you. I didn’t know you were such a connoisseur of baked goods,” I said and handed him his coffee and brownies.

      He handed me a twenty. “Judith made the best chocolate cheesecake.” Barry looked away and sniffled, now wearing the long face of a grieving widower. “There is one more reason why I came here this morning.”

      “Oh?”

      Barry glanced around as if he was about to reveal a top-secret tidbit. “When I was at the library yesterday, I overheard Sue Ellen telling someone that she suspected Judith was stealing from her.”

      “Stealing? Judith?” An image of the bland, fearful woman came to mind. “What could Judith have been stealing? She seemed so devoted to Sue Ellen.”

      Barry seemed to have a difficult time holding it together, but he managed to blurt out, “Sue Ellen was behind a bookshelf and moved away before I heard any more of the conversation.”

      I immediately thought of the gold coin the police found in the hollowed-out book wrapped inside Sue Ellen’s rug along with Judith’s body.

      Was she stealing that coin or moving it out of sight before the auction?

      Barry seemed to blink back a tear after that juicy tidbit, and waved a wordless goodbye, too overcome I expected, then headed toward the exit. It just so happened that AJ was entering the diner at that moment and he held the door for Barry as he left. All heads turned in AJ’s direction and silence dropped like a curtain as if they expected him to make a big announcement.

      He tipped his cap and walked up to me at the counter. He grinned, just short of salivating at our offerings on display under glass. Around us the sound of eating and conversations resumed. “A large coffee, please, Dani. And do you have any of your baked cider donuts this week?”

      “We do. How many do you want, AJ?”

      While he considered his answer, the door opened, and Maggie sauntered inside.

      “Two please,” he said, apparently unaware of the diner’s newest customer.

      I smiled to myself. This would be interesting.

      She stepped in place next to AJ. “Morning, Detective.”

      Without looking at her, AJ answered, “Good morning. I trust you won’t be in my way today.”

      “Of course not. Can I buy you coffee?”

      “Nope.” AJ handed me his money, picked up his coffee and bag of donuts, turned, and left without a nod or a further word to Maggie. I looked her up and down and thought she’d wasted her time on her sleek hairdo, and form-fitting jeans and t-shirt. But who was I to say in my flour-doused apron and sagging messy ponytail.

      “Brrrr,” I said rubbing my arms with my hands. “The chill coming off AJ is enough to freeze the ice cream Lily just bought for our pie a la mode. Maybe you should quit your job with Sue Ellen.”

      Maggie pulled a scrunchie out of the tote bag she had slung over her shoulder and said, “I can’t do that. It wouldn’t look good,” while she tied back her long, dark hair. “No, I have to stick this out and hope AJ solves this before I do or else any chance I have with him will get washed out with the tide.

      I wasn’t sure Maggie had a chance with AJ to begin with, but that wasn’t an opinion I planned to share.

      Sue Ellen breezed into the diner dressed in dark red pants and a pink top. She sniffed the air like Pip sometimes does when I open her favorite can of food. A smile bloomed on her face and she said, “Coffee?” as if it were a rare find, like a diamond in a coal mine.

      I didn’t state the obvious, that coffee was a staple in our diner. “With sugar and cream?” I asked.

      She waved her hand. “Black for me. I can’t understand why anyone even drinks coffee if they need to disguise the flavor with a ton of sweetener and then dilute it with cream. If you drink coffee, taste it the way nature made it—strong, slightly bitter, and with a jolt of caffeine. Which gets me to why I’m here.”

      “Coffee coming up,” I said, not bothering to hide my confusion.

      Sue Ellen’s laugh filled the diner. “The coffee is an added bonus while Maggie over there,” she pointed her bright red-tipped finger to a booth in front of the window, “and I put our heads together. We need a plan to solve Judith’s murder before the spiral that has become my life ends up completely down the drain.” She dropped her giant bag near her sandaled and pedicured feet and accepted the mug of coffee I handed to her. She raised her nose again and sniffed. “Is that bacon I smell?”

      I refrained from pointing out that finding frying bacon in our diner was as common as, well, spotting the color red in Sue Ellen’s closet. But I practiced good customer relations and bit my tongue, pulling out my pad to take down her order.

      “Could I get two eggs over easy and three slices of bacon?” she asked. “No toast. Cook up an order for Maggie, too.”

      “I’ll bring it over when it’s ready,” I assured her.

      Sue Ellen waved at Maggie and called, “Yoo-hoo,” as if anyone enjoying their breakfast that morning had missed her arrival. She picked up her bag, and with a focused determination, marched across the diner to join her PI.

      When her order was ready, I balanced the two plates on one arm and carried the coffee pot to their booth. “More coffee?” I asked after setting the plates down. They both slid their mugs toward me for a refill.

      Sue Ellen asked Maggie, “Where did you stay last night?”

      “Lily was kind enough to put me up. It wasn’t exactly my plan but …” she shrugged off the rest of her comment and I made a mental note to ask Lily if she’d gleaned any fresh gossip from her guest.

      “If you can smooth things over with that cute detective,” Sue Ellen wiggled her eyebrows, “life will be great, right?”

      “Riding out a wild thunderstorm might be easier. AJ told me to back off. If he finds out I’m interfering in any way, he’ll escort me out of town.” Then Maggie put on a wicked grin. “But … at least he’s talking to me.”

      “Ooh, she’s a lively one,” Sue Ellen said to me as I set the sugar in front of Maggie.

      I snickered and wiped my hands on my apron. “That she is. Maggie,” I asked, my curiosity peaked beyond my ability to keep it under control. “If my memory serves me correctly, didn’t AJ refer to you as dynamite when you were last in town?”

      Maggie’s green eyes sparkled with delight when she said, “He sure did. I took it as a compliment at the time. Now? I might have to rethink my approach.”

      The conversation gave way to the sound of forks scraping on plates, bacon crunching, followed by the satisfied moans of the typical Little Dog Diner customer. I turned to leave.

      “Dani, wait a minute.” Sue Ellen caught the back of my apron. “Now that my stomach is satisfied, let’s get to the problem facing us.” She retrieved her giant leather tote and pulled out a red notebook.

      “You’ve got notes already?” Maggie asked.

      “Darn tootin’. I’m not letting any comment, clue, criminal, or snippet of information get lost in the shuffle.” She tapped her notebook with a red pen. “It’s all in here.”

      All of a sudden, I felt all eyes in the vicinity, meaning those belonging to anyone other than Lily working in the kitchen, focused on Sue Ellen. “Are you sure you and Maggie don’t want some privacy?” I suggested somewhat nervously. “You could use Rose’s office next door at the Blueberry Bay Grapevine. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.” I crossed my fingers hoping Sue Ellen would take me up on the offer.

      Sue Ellen narrowed an eye at me, her habit when someone crossed her. “Why on earth would we do that? You found Judith’s body, Dani. I need you to help, too. And, you noticed that chocolate stain on the rug that Detective Crenshaw overlooked. How can I trust he won’t miss something else?”

      I guess Sue Ellen never heard the line about loose lips sinking ships. And murder cases. I knew almost everyone who came into the diner. It was the almost part that had me worried. Suppose the killer was in our midst listening to Sue Ellen, ready to thwart her plans?

      But Sue Ellen’s mind was elsewhere; perhaps she was auditioning as a relationship counselor. She patted Maggie’s thigh. “Sorry, to be so blunt about your boyfriend, but I’m only stating the truth here.”

      Maggie choked on her coffee. “My boyfriend? He’s barely talking to me. Listen, Sue Ellen, you hired me to help you find Judith’s killer, and I won’t let my almost nonexistent relationship with Detective Crenshaw get in the way. My business life is completely separate from my personal desires.”

      Right, I thought. You can’t kid me. There’s always an overlap. Maggie was walking a fine line if she had hopes of winning AJ’s heart and keeping out of his way while she questioned suspects.

      She had a lot going for her—looks and brains. Well, two things. But the most important things. Would either of them help her as she attempted to navigate this impossible state of affairs?

      “Listen,” I said, acting on a sudden brainstorm. “How about we meet when I get done here at the diner? Sea Breeze at four? How does that sound?”

      “What am I going to do between now and then?” Sue Ellen asked. “I can’t just sit around and twiddle my thumbs.”

      “Well, why don’t you work on rescheduling your auction?” I asked. “That will help to get your life back on track. Maybe you could find another location to host your event.”

      Sue Ellen’s face brightened. “Bless your heart, Dani. That’s a brilliant suggestion. I think the library should do it. After all, the money we raise is for their benefit.” She stopped and looked at Maggie. “Yes, I quite like that idea. I’ll head there now and get it set up. I’ll get the word out that the auction is rescheduled for tomorrow night. With the curiosity factor about the murder added in, we might have a bigger turnout than ever.” She reached across the table and grabbed Maggie’s arm. “I just remembered something else. I did see Barry at the library yesterday afternoon. He had his nose stuck in a book. By the size of the pile next to him, he had plans for a long afternoon reading.”

      Maggie stared out the window for a moment at the traffic sliding by as she considered Sue Ellen’s tip. “Yes,” she said, turning back to her boss. “That matches what he told us yesterday. I think I’ll go with you to the library.”
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      By the time Lily and I closed up the diner for the day and arrived at Sea Breeze, Sue Ellen and Maggie were already sitting on the patio with Rose. My grandmother had set out a pitcher of lemonade, and a plate of whoopie pies and invited us to join them.

      Pip charged at me, leaping around until I scooped her into my arms. While the terrier was officially my dog, she spent the days I worked at the diner with Rose. This joint custody arranged seemed to benefit everyone. Rose had the company of a four-legged character she had grown to love, and Pip’s collection of outrageous bandanas increased every time I turned around.

      “Great to see you, too, Pipster,” I said as I tried to avoid her tongue bath but without much success. “Did you get into any trouble today?” The little terrier was an adorable bundle of energy and sometimes she just couldn’t help herself from poking her wet nose into every nook and cranny.

      Her tail smacking my arm let me know that fun was her middle name.

      “We’re not telling,” Rose said with a grin. “But nothing serious, right, Pip?”

      “With Dani and Lily finally here,” Sue Ellen said nibbling on the end of her pen, “we can get started. I talked to my neighbor again and got more details about what she saw on Friday.”

      “Can I take a look at your notes?” Maggie held her hand out. “It’s easier for me to digest the information myself rather than having it read to me.”

      Sue Ellen handed over her red notebook. “Of course. Take a look and then we’ll discuss it all.”

      While Maggie scanned the notes, I helped myself to a glass of lemonade. “More anyone?”

      Sue Ellen nodded. “You are a dear.”

      Maggie was too busy to focus on lemonade just then. She shook her head when I tilted the pitcher her way and instead said, “Sue Ellen, this neighbor of yours, Alice Cross, saw someone at your door at three and again at four o’clock yesterday, right? How reliable is she?” Maggie asked. “I spoke to her and, well, she comes across a bit confused.”

      Sue Ellen paused in her nibbling of a whoopie pie. “That’s true,” she said. “And she does have a habit of nodding off sometimes, but I think we can rely on what she wrote down. She keeps a written list of who does what, when. Almost like she imagines herself as the neighborhood reporter or detective.” Sue Ellen rolled her eyes. “What can I say? Some people have too much time on their hands, but Alice is well-meaning. As a matter of fact, see here?” Sue Ellen pointed to the next page where Alice had listed all the comings and goings to her house. “She noted when Judith and I arrived, the champagne and flower delivery times, and also, when Dani and Lily arrived with the desserts. And, of course, when all the police arrived. I think that’s all accurate.”

      Maggie’s eyebrows jumped. “This is helpful in this situation, but in general I’d imagine she sounds like a nosy pain in the neck.”

      Sue Ellen laughed. “Some people would say that’s an understatement. She complains if the trash truck is ten minutes late or when the teenagers down the street come home after midnight. Actually, those kids are so deathly afraid that Mrs. Cross will monitor them and get them in trouble that sometimes, they turn off their car and coast home. Somehow, she still knows when they go by.” Sue Ellen shook her head. “I don’t know how she does it.”

      “I’m lucky I didn’t have a neighbor like that when I was growing up.” Maggie looked at the others with a straight face. “But I’m not going into any of those details with you people. It might change your opinion of my charming and calm temperament.”

      I snorted. “Right. The calm that sits right on top of a volcano before it erupts.”

      “I think I’ll just ignore that.” Maggie glanced again at Sue Ellen’s notes. “There’s not much detail of who she saw at your door.”

      “Unfortunately, she focuses more on the time of day.”

      “She also gave you a verbal description?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes—she said the man was stocky, dressed in black jeans and boots, black hair. She said he stuck out like a sore thumb in our conservative neighborhood, so she remembered more details.”

      “Exactly what she told me yesterday,” Maggie said, “but she didn’t give me the whole timeline. And her description matches Rudy.”

      “To a T, like you said yesterday. It’s quite troubling. Rudy told me he was at my house at four, which is when I told him to meet me, but I got held up at the library.”

      I sat across from Maggie. “If he went to Sue Ellen’s house twice, why would he lie about it? Did your neighbor notice what type of car the person drove?”

      “Hmm, no,” Sue Ellen said, reaching for another whoopie pie. “She was hazier on that detail. Alice has a clear view of my front door but trees block part of the driveway. She thought it was black or at least a dark color.”

      “At this point,” I said, “we need to find out more about the champagne and flower delivery people and see if anyone on Main Street remembers seeing Rudy. He told us he spent some time at Creative Designs, then walked up and down Main Street.”

      Maggie had her own notebook out and began scribbling in it. “What else can you tell us about your other neighbor, Barry Manning, Judith’s husband? He told us he was at the library doing research and only returned home when we spotted him at his mailbox after Judith’s body was found.” She leaned back in her chair, balancing it on two legs. “What was their relationship like?”

      Sue Ellen pursed her lips and shook her head. Her eyes darkened as she described Barry. “That man,” she said through gritted teeth. “He treated Judith like an object until she smartened up and told him she needed some space to figure out what she wanted to do about their marriage. Then, before she had the sense to think about her finances, he cleaned out their joint account. I was glad to offer her a room until she got back on her feet and figured out her next move.”

      Maggie leaned forward again, her chair thumping to the floor. “They were separated?”

      “Not technically. Judith called it a break.”

      “That’s interesting. If Barry cleaned out their joint account, and Judith decided to file for divorce, I imagine he would have to repay at least half of that money. If she’s dead, the money would be his,” I said.

      “That’s right,” Sue Ellen agreed. “It was a sizable amount, too.”

      “Barry suggested that you were pushing Judith to move out,” I said. This seemed like as good a time as any to clear the air on who might have the most to gain from Judith’s death.

      “Of course, that was the plan,” Sue Ellen said with a strong indignant tone. “But I certainly wasn’t pushing her out or anything like that.” She huffed and said, “You saw my house. There’s plenty of room for me and a long-term guest.”

      She had a good point there. I looked at Maggie. “What’s your next move?” I was ready to take Pip for her late afternoon walk, which was also my time to decompress from the diner chaos. As soon as that thought entered my brain, Pip was on her feet, pacing between my chair and the steps that led to the beach.

      “All I need is an internet connection.” Maggie said, looking around Rose’s patio hopefully. “This would be a great spot for me to work.”

      Lily said, “How about you stay with me again, Maggie, so Dani and Rose can get back to their routine?”

      I could have hugged Lily, but I just nodded and tried not to show how relieved I was.

      “That works,” Maggie said and pushed herself up from the table. “My next move will be to do some searching online. I want to find out everything I can on Rudy Genova and Barry Manning. May we walk you out, Sue Ellen?”

      Sue Ellen sighed and pushed herself up from the table. “I’ll need to order more desserts for the auction. Dani, can you and Lily whip up something for tomorrow night? I’m assuming everything will be pulled together between now and then.”

      “As long as you aren’t fussy about what we make,” I said, “since I won’t have time to order any special ingredients.” I wracked my brain to come up with some treats with the items on hand in the kitchen. It annoyed me that we couldn’t use the original desserts. They’d be fresh for a few more days. But who would want to eat anything that had been at a crime scene? Granted, the desserts were in the kitchen and not the room where Judith was murdered, but still. AJ had already nixed that idea anyway.

      “Everything you make is delicious but if Lily can whip up more of those brownies, it would be fantastic.”

      After the door closed and Rose and I were alone, I let out a deep sigh. “How do I always end up in the middle of these things? I barely knew Sue Ellen or Judith before yesterday, and now? Smack in the middle of a murder investigation.”

      Rose drained her glass of lemonade. “If you stop stumbling over bodies, you wouldn’t be in this situation again. But, consider this, Dani—you’ve developed a knack for getting to the truth. Aren’t you proud of that?”

      Was I? Yes and no. I didn’t want anyone’s expectations to be too high about what information I might uncover, but I did admit to myself that the excitement was a bit addicting. I smiled to myself as I searched for Pip’s latest bandana. Time to get ready for our walk. Asking questions, listening carefully, putting clues together—yes, I was good at it and in the end, what difference did it make who figured out the mystery?
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      “Are you heading back to the diner to whip up those desserts for the auction?” Rose asked. “You won’t have time tomorrow.”

      “That’s a good point. Lily has Maggie to entertain and Sue Ellen is on a mission of her own, so this would be the best time to do some baking. Want to help?”

      Rose stood up and adjusted her floppy straw hat. “I thought you’d never ask. I can’t wait to roll up my sleeves and get going on a baking marathon. I miss not working with you and Lily in the diner on a regular basis. If we work together, it won’t take any time at all.”

      “I’ll take Pip for her walk, then head to the diner. Meet you there?”

      “Okay. With all the frozen blueberries, I’ll make more blueberry whoopie pies to go with the brownies Sue Ellen wants. Anything else?”

      “We can figure that out when we see what’s at the diner.” I patted my thigh. “Come on Pipster. We’ve got some waves to chase.” And stress to drown, I added to myself.

      I heard Rose laugh as I took the steps two at a time down to the beach. I sure did love this place. I was thrilled how Rose and I had figured out how to share her beautiful home without getting in each other’s way and annoying each other. Rose had bent over backwards to make it work. She wanted the company.

      Pip darted off to chase the first wave that dared break on the sand. This never got old.

      I walked briskly while Pip dashed back and forth, covering three times as much distance as I did before we turned around and headed back to Rose’s beautiful home, nestled in a stand of pine trees set above Blueberry Bay.

      The drive from Sea Breeze into town lasted long enough for me to focus my thoughts on the to-do list for the auction. I figured they would need at least six-dozen whoopie pies, at least that many brownies, and I’d decided to add enough lemon donut holes to satisfy a crowd. That would make for a good contrast.

      The white exterior of the diner with red trim and door made me smile with its cozy appeal. The Little Dog Diner sign, adorned with blueberries, added a nice touch to the whole look. I parked in front and gave Pip a chance to sniff around for a couple of minutes.

      “Fancy meeting you here this afternoon.”

      Startled, I turned around and forced a smile. “Detective Crenshaw, what brings you to the Little Dog Diner? We’re closed.”

      AJ patted my shoulder. “If you’re heading inside, could you manage a cup of coffee for me? I have a couple of questions.”

      Of course, you do, I said to myself. “I’m kind of busy. How about we talk out here?”

      AJ’s hand latched onto my arm. “Inside is better, away from the hustle and bustle and gossipy ears out here.”

      With a glance at AJ’s hand, I said, “I guess I don’t have much choice.”

      “Come on, Dani. What’s with the icy attitude?”

      “Excuse me? You’re the one who’s turned into a grumpy Detective. This isn’t any of my business, but in case you have one iota of interest, you’re treating Maggie worse than smelly garbage stuck to your shoe. She came here to spend time with you, and you put your work above everyone. All. The. Time.”

      I breathed. I couldn’t believe I unloaded on AJ like that, but it was about time someone told him that his interpersonal relationships were less than desirable.

      AJ’s jaw dropped. His teeth clenched, and if anger was in his eyes, it was hidden behind his sunglasses.

      “You’re right,” he snapped. “It’s none of your business. Forget that I wanted to ask your opinion about something.” He climbed into his black Jeep, slammed the door, and screeched away.

      “Me and my big mouth. Why did I have to let my thoughts out today?” I mumbled to myself. “I wonder what he planned to ask me.”

      Footsteps tapped on the sidewalk, but I had no idea who was behind me. If the last interaction meant anything, getting inside the diner ASAP was my best bet to steer clear of any more confrontations.

      And then I heard a familiar, sweet greeting. “Hey, Dani, what’s going on?”

      Kelly’s voice. My business neighbor from across the street at Creative Designs.  “Nothing except that I just stuck my foot in my mouth and told AJ off.”

      She treated me to a sympathetic smile framed by her strawberry blonde hair. “Oh boy. That’s bound to end badly. Listen, I had an odd visitor at Creative Designs yesterday. He said he was working for Rose.”

      “You must be talking about Rudy Genova.”

      “Yeah. That was the name. He asked a lot of questions about the auction and the people running it.” Kelly matched her pace to mine as we walked closer to the diner. “It was awkward.”

      I checked to make sure Pip scampered behind me before I said, “He came into the diner yesterday. He’s working for Rose, making a video for her website. But the main reason he’s in town is to work with Sue Ellen to film the auction that got cancelled. I think it’s supposed to be part of the Misty Harbor website. You know, highlighting this event that benefits the library.”

      Kelly’s sky-blue eyes opened in surprise. “Oh. He didn’t even mention that last part. So, he was at Sue Ellen’s house yesterday?”

      This whole conversation felt forced to me and smelled of the worst tag team effort ever. In addition to her sweet face and demeanor, Kelly had an interesting connection to this case. She was AJ’s sister.

      “Kelly, are you asking me these questions for AJ? If he wants to know what I know, he should ask me directly. He was here just a few minutes ago but stomped off in a big huff.”

      A pink tinge crept up Kelly’s neck and into her cheeks. She looked away, and I said, “That’s what I thought. Are you trying to do AJ’s job now? What the heck is this all about?”

      Kelly stopped when we reached the door of the diner. “I’m sorry, Dani. AJ thought you might be more open with me than you would be with him. He thinks you’re on Maggie’s side.”

      I threw up my hands in frustration. “I’m not on anyone’s side, Kelly. I just don’t like to be subjected to their childish behavior. Has he told Maggie he’s not interested in her? What the heck is going on?”

      Kelly squatted so she could scratch Pip’s belly, her pale yellow sundress fluttering like a cloud around her knees. I think it also gave her time to decide how much she wanted to share with me. “Here’s the thing,” she said while Pip’s back leg churned in a circle. “Maggie only shows up in Misty Harbor every once in a while. AJ does like her and that’s the problem. He wants her to stick around, maybe move here.”

      I leaned against the doorjamb, wishing I could shake some sense into AJ. “Kind of what I suspected. I don’t suppose he’s told her this, right?”

      Kelly stood up, and Pip groveled for more attention. Just like some people I could think of, where nothing’s ever enough. “You got it. He just buries his feelings.”

      “Well, He needs to tell her and let the chips fall where they may. Who knows? She might surprise him and move to Misty Harbor.” I put my hand on Kelly’s arm. “And it’s totally unfair for AJ to shove you in the middle of our friendship. That’s pretty thoughtless on his part. Besides, I don’t know much.”

      “You haven’t heard that Judith made Sue Ellen the beneficiary of her life insurance policy after she moved in with her?” Kelly clamped her hand over her mouth. “Oops, AJ told me specifically not to mention that last part. Don’t tell him I told you, okay?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You are a good friend. Nothing will change that even if you’re related to Detective Crenshaw, which makes things a little…uncomfortable at times but I think that’s more on you than me, Kelly. Don’t worry about it. With the way gossip is flying around here, I’m sure that tidbit will come out sooner rather than later anyway.”

      What was going on with Sue Ellen? I would play that card carefully.
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      Pip and I finally made it inside the Little Dog Diner without anyone else ambushing me, and I closed the door with a firm click.

      Rose wiped her brow with the back of her hand then dried it on her apron. “I thought something happened or you changed your mind about baking all these goodies.”

      “Nothing like that. First AJ waylaid me, then Kelly showed up.” Pip let herself into the office where I kept a comfy purple dog bed for her.

      “How much of everything does Sue Ellen need and, more importantly, did she add any more last-minute special requests?” Rose asked.

      “The good news is no special requests. The bad news is, we need to make more than we planned for last night.” I tied a blueberry motif apron around my waist. “I’m thinking six dozen mini blueberry whoopie pies, six dozen brownies, and,” I pulled the refrigerator door open for inspiration, “we’ve got plenty of butter and eggs and a giant sack of lemons.” I looked at Rose. “How does a giant batch of lemon donut holes sound?” I waited for an answer.

      “Works for me. When life gives you lemons … make lemon donut holes.” Rose said. “I’ll get started with that. I already took out blueberries from the freezer for the whoopie pies. And, it’s a good thing brownies freeze well. You should be all set on that item except for adding the chocolate frosting.”

      Pip yipped and yapped and scratched at the kitchen door. “What’s the urgency, Pip? You were just outside.” I clipped on her leash thinking she only needed a trip outside to pee.

      When I opened the door, I stopped short before mowing down a gum-snapping kid barely into his twenties standing ready to knock.

      “Sorry,” I said, not recognizing him. “Can I help you?” Of course, Pip wasn’t happy with this unknown person and let him know with a growl and bark.

      Pip lunged toward him.

      The young man, with a few stray whiskers sprouting on the smooth skin of his chin, and his threadbare jeans drooping below his rear end like some guys thought was cool, took a few steps backwards. “What’s wrong with your dog?”

      I ignored his question, letting Pip speak for herself. This was why she insisted on going outside. She was determined to keep the stranger at bay.

      Once he was at a safe enough distance from Pip, he said in a low, conspiratorial voice, “Word on the street is that you found the body.”

      I waited for the young man to continue, hiding my surprise and not admitting or denying this bizarre statement.

      “That tough detective guy showed up at my apartment last night,” he hissed. “I wasn’t home, but I don’t think I can avoid him forever.”

      This piqued my curiosity. “Why is Detective Crenshaw looking for you?”

      “I delivered the champagne to that place where the woman was murdered. You were there too, so I was thinking you could…you know…give me an alibi.”

      Pip must have decided the kid wasn’t worth all her energy because she stopped barking and sniffed at his sneakers. He stepped up within inches of me, ignoring Pip pestering him. “Is it true she was rolled up inside a rug?”

      “Such an interesting question because that’s information the killer would know.” I stared at him, letting that sink in. “Did you put her in a rug?”

      The young man’s face blanched, and he stepped back. “No way! Everyone is talking about it. Listen, it took me less than ten minutes to carry those cases of champagne into the kitchen.”

      I put my hands on my hips, leaned forward, and moved inches from the young man’s face. I could do intimidation, too, thank you very much. “What’s your name?” I demanded.

      “Um… Johnny.” He grinned and swaggered a bit like young kids tend to do when they’re full of themselves. “I tell people it’s Johnny Walker, you know, like the whiskey? But it’s really Johnny Wilker.”

      I kept my voice low and smooth. “Okay, Johnny Wilker, come clean with me. Weren’t you a teensy bit curious to check out the other rooms in that mansion? I mean, who would know, right?”

      Johnny bounced on the balls of his feet, all of his tough-guy persona evaporating into the breeze blowing off the bay. He chewed on his lip. “I didn’t take anything. I only looked into that big room at the end of the hall. No one was there.”

      I straightened. “Why are so nervous, Johnny? What are you hiding?” I knew there had to be something.

      “You were there, too. Aren’t you nervous that you’re a suspect?”

      “But I didn’t kill her, so, no, I’m not nervous.” I cocked my head to one side. I raised my brows and asked again, “Why are you nervous, Johnny?”

      He wiped sweat from his upper lip. “I’ve got to go.”

      When Johnny turned to leave, his shoulder bumped into the person who had walked up quietly behind him. Johnny flinched. Unfortunately for him, Detective Crenshaw, appearing out of nowhere, blocked any hope for an escape. “Johnny Wilker, you’re a hard man to find. Where have you been hiding?”

      AJ ignored me.

      “Not hiding, sir. I’ve been busy.” Johnny shuffled to the side like he was looking for an escape route.

      AJ, with his feet planted three feet apart and his hands on his hips, stared down at Johnny who was only about as wide as a young sapling. “Is that a fact?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I had about a teaspoon of sympathy for Johnny as AJ glared at him. His nervous behavior suggested that he was hiding something.

      “You don’t seem too busy now. How about you come with me to the police station? I have some questions for you.”

      Johnny nodded. What else could he do? AJ’s question, firm and direct, left no room for a no thanks or not right now as an answer.

      AJ moved to one side, giving Johnny an unobstructed route to Main Street in front of him. “I’ll follow you to my vehicle.”

      Before they began to walk away, Rudy appeared from around the corner of the diner. “Just who I was looking for,” he said. I had no intention of getting in between AJ and Johnny to find out what Rudy was referring to.

      AJ scowled. “What are you doing here?”

      AJ was obviously annoyed with this intrusion, but such is the life of a policeman—constant problem-solving and distractions.

      With AJ’s focus momentarily distracted by Rudy, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. Johnny looked quickly at AJ and must have sensed an opportunity. He bolted.

      “Hey!” AJ’s hand lashed toward the moving blur but closed on air.

      Johnny, not missing this opportunity, disappeared around the diner with AJ in hot pursuit and his thunderous voice echoing in the air as he yelled at Johnny to stop.

      What spooked Johnny?

      Rudy walked toward me before I could come up with an answer.

      “What just happened?” Rudy said, looking not a whole lot better than he had since the murder.

      “That’s the kid who delivered the cases of champagne to Sue Ellen’s house,” I said. “He probably just made the worst decision of his life. He claims to be innocent but running sure makes him look guilty of something.”

      Rudy said, “He’s young and it could be that he’s scared since the delivery put him at the scene of the crime.”

      Just like you, I thought as I looked at Rudy. “I did get him to admit that he looked in the room where Judith’s body was found after he carried in the cases of champagne. I know that doesn’t mean he killed her, but the timing is terrible for him.”

      “Maybe he stole something,” Rudy suggested. “I mean, he’s a kid and if he was all alone in that big house, he probably figured, who would know? Right?”

      “Speaking from experience, Rudy?” I asked. I kept my voice light as if I were teasing. But Sue Ellen had only mentioned the gold coin that was already recovered inside the rug. What would someone like Johnny be tempted to steal?

      My mind replayed what I could remember of Sue Ellen’s mansion. The kitchen had high end appliances built into the walls. The artwork on the walls in the hallway likely wasn’t something Johnny would grab. Ditto, the bathroom with fancy soaps and towels. What about the library? Was he a book kind of kid and saw something on one of the shelves? I didn’t think so.

      “Maybe you’re happy that with Johnny bolting away from the police, Rudy, it takes the spotlight off of you.” I knew that would hit a nerve.

      His eyes narrowed. “Sue Ellen’s neighbor did not see me at her door at three o’clock in the afternoon. Why does everyone believe her and not me?”

      We stared at each other for a minute before I decided that if I pretended to believe Rudy, he might lower his guard. A change of subject would work to calm the waters.

      “What did you come here for?” I asked. “Can I help you with something?”

      Maybe I’d manage to glean a tidbit or two from him. Something about Rudy screamed watch out. If he didn’t know more than he was revealing, I’d suck on one of the lemons in the diner.

      “I was hoping to do a little filming in the diner if I won’t be in your way.”

      “Yeah…not a good time. Rose and I are on a bit of a short clock to get all the desserts finished for the auction.”

      “Oh.” His disappointment was obvious, but I had a suspicion there was something else on his mind. I waited for him to reveal himself.

      He looked in both directions before he focused back on me. “This town sure did come up with some crazy ideas about my whereabouts yesterday.”

      “Someone seeing you at Sue Ellen’s door doesn’t sound like a crazy idea, it sounds like a fact to me.” Pip had started to nudge Rudy’s pants leg.

      “You know what the problem is in a town like this?”

      I couldn’t wait to hear Rudy’s theory, which I suspected wouldn’t be the only crazy theory around.

      “You all want to blame the out of town guy, but it’s not going to work.” He turned and walked away.
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      Pip and I went back inside the diner before anyone else chanced upon me. I had work to do.

      Rose had three trays of blueberry whoopie pies cooling on the counter. While her back was turned, I snuck one of the irresistible treats and popped it whole into my mouth.

      Bad decision … hot blueberries exploded, burning the roof of my mouth! I fanned the heat away with tears welling in my eyes from stifling a loud, Oh, no, my mouth is on fire. I just hoped Rose didn’t figure out what I’d done.

      “You know, it takes two halves to make each whoopie pie with the blueberry cream filling in the middle. You’ve left me with an odd number.”

      How did she figure it out?

      “These eyes in the back of my head still work, Dani.”

      Actually, that explanation didn’t work like it had when I was a kid because I saw her watching me in the reflection of the stove hood. Our eyes met, and we both laughed.

      “What was Pip barking her head off about before?” she asked, handing me a cold glass of water.

      I filled her in on Johnny’s nervous visit followed by AJ and Rudy showing up. I put on a fresh apron for luck and said, “Maybe we can finish the baking without any more interruptions.” I measured the ingredients for the chocolate frosting while Rose mixed up a second batch of whoopie pie batter.

      Pip started giving me her soulful sad eyes, accompanied by the whining I swear she practiced when she was alone, so I dragged her bed into a corner of the kitchen. “You can keep us company as long as you stay out of the way,” I warned to her triumphant tail-wagging. It was against the rules, but who would know?

      We had a good rhythm going until a knock sounded on the front door. “Geesh. What’s wrong with everyone today?” I decided to ignore the knock but Pip, true to form, charged to the door like we had a mass murderer on our doorstep.

      “Yoo-hoo, Dani? Are you in there? I know you’re closed but could you let me in?”

      My stomach cringed. Enough I thought and looked at Rose. She gave me a sympathetic shrug and said, “You know she won’t go away so you may as well open the door.”

      Sue Ellen breezed into the diner as if she had no cares in the world. I resented the interruption, but I marveled at her cool, calm manner in the face of all the drama turning her world upside down. Maybe she was in denial.

      Pip escorted Sue Ellen to the counter where she lowered herself onto one of the stools. “Are you busy?” She patted Pip who had her front feet on Sue Ellen’s thigh, ready to climb right into her lap.

      Was she blind? I had no idea what she was thinking. Maybe she assumed all the desserts mixed themselves and walked into the oven on their own?

      “I just left the library and thought I’d see how the desserts are coming along.”

      “They’ll be ready, don’t worry,” I said, trying to keep my frustration at bay. I spread chocolate frosting on a brownie. “Do you have everything squared away at the library for the auction tomorrow night?”

      “Uh-huh,” she said a tad distracted. She glanced around the diner, panic growing in her blue eye-shadowed eyes. “Where are they?” Her voice, heading toward panic.

      Knowing how much Sue Ellen loved chocolate, I placed the perfect distraction on a plate for her —a luscious, frosted brownie.

      “Don’t panic. Everything’s under control and we’ll deliver your desserts to the library tomorrow afternoon. Here,” I said.  “You look like you could use a little sugar boost.”

      Sue Ellen wiped her brow. “Bless your heart, Dani. Is it that obvious? All the running around does have me feeling a little tired.” With a delicate nibble, Sue Ellen sampled the treat. “Melt in my mouth heaven,” she said. “How do you come up with these out-of-this-world taste bud pleasures?” She closed her eyes, and I worried that she might swoon and fall off the stool, crushing Pip in the process.

      “You’ll have to thank Lily for the brownies. It’s one of our staples and she had plenty in the freezer. I only have to add the frosting, which is a special order for you. Want another one?”

      “If you can spare it.” She licked her fingers to get every last bit of chocolate.

      I indulged Sue Ellen. “Rudy stopped by earlier,” I said taking a break from my labors. “He asked to do some filming in the diner, but we had a bit of a disagreement. What’s going on with him?”

      Sue Ellen swallowed the last of her treat and dabbed the crumbs from her lips. “I wish I knew, Dani. I’m starting to lose faith in him with all his excuses about missing our planned meetings. I still haven’t done a walk through at the library with him to explain what I want for tomorrow night. What did you have a disagreement about?”

      “Well, I only brought up what your neighbor said about seeing someone who matched Rudy’s description at your house at three in the afternoon. He absolutely denies it, but it sure is a touchy subject with him.”

      “Alice Cross?”

      “Yeah. Would she have any reason to lie about seeing him show up twice at your house?” I removed Sue Ellen’s empty plate and wiped the counter around her spot.

      “I never considered that, but I can’t think of anything. Her world revolves around everything she can see from her big front picture window. I’ve never known her to make up stuff.”

      “Does she have a grudge against you, Sue Ellen?” I knew this question would upset the woman staring at me, but the possibility needed to be considered. It would be too easy to accept Alice’s story at face value and miss a potential path to find the murderer.

      Sue Ellen roared with laughter. “Not unless she’s jealous that my house is bigger than hers.”

      “Then why would Rudy lie?” This particular point didn’t make any sense.

      “I’ve wondered that, too. And since he said he was wandering around town, he doesn’t have an alibi. It’s his word against Alice’s.”

      I continued to frost the brownies and stack them between parchment papers before placing them in boxes. “Has Rudy ever been in your house? Would he know about your glass case and those treasures you have displayed inside?” I knew I was grasping at straws, but there had to be some logical explanation.

      Sue Ellen’s eyes widened. “He did come once. It was about a month ago. I insisted on meeting him before I hired him to do the video.” Her lips puckered to one side. “We had a pleasant visit, talking and eating pastries. All in all, he was the perfect gentleman, asking all the right questions and showing polite interest in me.” She paused and looked away. “Now that I hear what I’m saying, I’ve just described a talented manipulator. In a roundabout way, he brought me around to talk about my coins and after he walked by the case, he told me that he’s a coin collector. This all reminds me that he showed a lot of interest in one small coin.” Sue Ellen slid off the stool. “I need to check if it’s still in the case.”

      I untied my apron and threw it in the dirty laundry bag. “Wait for me. I’m coming with you. Call Maggie and have her meet us at your house. If that coin is missing, it would be a significant new piece of evidence. Rose?”

      Rose looked up from mixing her lemon donut-hole batter. She flicked her wrist in a gesture shooing us out the door. “I’ll finish this up, don’t worry.”

      “Everything will be finished?” Sue Ellen’s expression held a momentary panic.

      “I’ll come back and help Rose, but I want to see your case of treasures.”

      “You’ll have enough time? This auction must run smooth as silk. I can’t have two nights of disasters.”

      I patted Sue Ellen’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. There’s plenty of time to get to your house and come back to finish the desserts so they’ll be ready for tomorrow night.” I tried to change the subject away from her obsession with the desserts.

      “Who’s hanging the quilt?” I asked as I held the diner door open, following Sue Ellen and Pip out.

      “Maggie volunteered.”

      “Huh. A woman of many talents.”

      “Yeah. She doesn’t want a repeat of what happened at my house.” Sue Ellen shuddered. “And I’m sure I can round up someone else to help her.”

      I followed Sue Ellen in the MG and parked next to Detective Crenshaw’s Jeep in the circular driveway. Other officers milled around but didn’t pay any attention to us. Sue Ellen’s house was still the object of a murder investigation.

      Sue Ellen, looking neither left nor right, walked with purpose to her front door where Detective Crenshaw held his hand up like a traffic cop. “This is still off limits, Sue Ellen.”

      Sue Ellen crossed her arms. “Oh, really? I need to check something.”

      AJ blocked our way. “It’ll have to wait.”

      I moved next to Sue Ellen. “She thinks something else may have been stolen.”

      “We went over everything yesterday. Now you remember something?” His eyes narrowed, showing his annoyance.

      “It was because Dani asked me questions about when Rudy visited me a month ago. I wasn’t thinking about this particular coin yesterday after the shock of everything else.”

      “All right. I’ll go inside with you. But don’t touch anything.”

      AJ moved out of the way. I picked up Pip lessening the possibility of her causing trouble. The marble tiled entryway led straight into the massive room where Judith had been found. If someone had come to the front door, there was a small chance that they might have been able to see her inside, along with glimpses of Sue Ellen’s other treasures.

      Sue Ellen made a beeline to her glass-topped case. Her jaw fell. Her hand reached toward the cover, but AJ stopped her before she touched the latch. “I said not to touch anything.”

      “Look right there.” Sue Ellen’s finger jabbed above the glass. “I didn’t notice that empty space yesterday, but that’s where the coin should be that Rudy gushed about when he was here a month ago.”

      “How could you miss a missing coin? Aren’t these valuable?” The disgust in AJ’s voice was unmistakable.

      Sue Ellen blinked several times. Her whole body slumped. Tears threatened to spill from the edges of her eyes. “For me, they reminded me of my father.” Her voice came out barely above a whisper. “I don’t care about the monetary value; it’s the memories. When I was a kid, I’d sit on my father’s lap, and he’d tell me stories about these coins. It was our bonding time.” She dabbed at her eyes with the hem of her silk blouse.

      After a quick pat on Sue Ellen’s back in a mediocre attempt to console her, AJ asked. “You think Rudy stole it?”

      Sue Ellen shrugged. “I don’t know. As far as I can remember, Rudy was the only person to show any interest in it.”

      Maggie barged into the house. “Sue Ellen? I got your message to meet you here. What’s going on?”

      AJ glared at the intruder. “How’d you get past the policeman at the front door?”

      With a wide smile, Maggie nodded at AJ. “Hello, Detective Crenshaw. Dani. There wasn’t anyone at the door. This is Sue Ellen’s house and she asked me to meet her here.”

      “Thank you for coming so quickly, Maggie.” Sue Ellen grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her closer to the glass case, ignoring AJ’s glare. She pointed to the empty space. “A coin is missing.”

      One of Maggie’s eyebrows ticked up. “And?”

      “And…you all are done in here.” AJ herded us toward the front door like we were errant sheep. “We’ve already dusted for prints and I’ll make a note that Rudy showed interest in that missing coin.”

      “Rudy?” Maggie blurted out. “You think Rudy stole the coin yesterday?”

      “There is no evidence of that at this point. Sue Ellen only notified us of this additional missing piece of evidence.” AJ fixed his steely glare on Sue Ellen. “I have to wonder why you didn’t notice it yesterday.”

      “Don’t mind him, Sue Ellen.” Maggie pulled her away from AJ. “He’s just trying to do his job.”

      “Yes, Ms. Marshall, I’m glad you’re aware of what I do.” With that comment hurled angrily at Maggie, AJ slammed the door behind us.

      Maggie chuckled. “Don’t you love his spunk?” she said, apparently finding AJ’s anger amusing instead of intimidating.

      We made our way to our cars in silence. All of us except Pip who showed her enthusiasm for Sue Ellen’s gardens with a quick run around the paths.

      Sue Ellen stamped her frustration on the cobblestone walkway. I focused on that missing coin. Who stole it?

      I listed the possibilities in my head—Rudy. Johnny Wilker when he snooped around after delivering the champagne. The flower delivery person who hadn’t been identified yet. Or, what about Alice Cross who stuck her nose into everyone’s business? Did she know how to get into Sue Ellen’s house, or just snoop on those who did? Or, was it Judith herself? Or, someone else?

      “Dani?” Maggie touched my arm. “Your ears are practically steaming. What’s going through that clever head of yours?”

      I paused with my hand on the driver side door of the MG. “Sue Ellen, do you have any photos of that missing coin? Or background information? Do you think it’s possible that whoever murdered Judith left the gold coin hidden in that book as a distraction and the real goal was the coin you just discovered is missing?”

      Sue Ellen posed with her finger to her lip for a moment. “I suppose I do have photos somewhere but,” she glanced toward her house. “With that tiger AJ guarding everything, I don’t know when I’ll be able to get back inside to find anything.”

      Maggie tucked her loose t-shirt back into the tiny waistband of her jeans. She was a bit mussed from her busy day and she’d talked off her lip-gloss, but she still looked gorgeous. “You have to remember, Sue Ellen,” she said, “that AJ puts on that killer persona to create a wall between his emotions and performing his job properly. Don’t let it distract you,” She opened the door of the Caddy for Sue Ellen. “Where are we going now?”

      I said, sliding into my front seat, “I have to get back to the diner and help Rose finish up the desserts for tomorrow night. You two need to go to the library and do some research about valuable coins and see if anything jogs Sue Ellen’s memory. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.”

      Sue Ellen’s face lit up. “The library. Of course. Maggie and I will get started on that research. I’m sure I’ll find something.” She slid behind the wheel of her red chariot, out of her funk now that she had a task to focus on. “We make a great team, don’t we, Maggie? Let’s go. Follow me.”

      “Come on, Pip. Maybe we’ll get those desserts done without any more interruptions.”

      Pip wagged her tail and jumped onto the passenger seat, placing her paws on the dash, with her look that told me she was ready for anything. I was too, with my feisty dog at my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Luckily for me, Rose had the whoopie pies assembled and packed. She did leave the odd piece on the counter to remind me of my thievery. Rows and rows of lemon donut holes cooled on a rack next to the boxes of brownies.

      “You made a quick exit with Sue Ellen,” she said. “Did she uncover anything new?” She handed me a lemon donut hole still warm from the oven. “You’d better try this and make sure they pass your taste test.”

      I grinned. “That’s the best part of baking, right?” I opened a bottle of iced tea to go with it and savored a few sips before I answered Rose. “Sue Ellen did discover something—a missing coin that interested Rudy on his last visit to her house.”

      Rose leaned her hip against the counter. “He was in town before this weekend? Interesting. Let me guess. He weaseled his way into this job with flattery and charm so he could return and steal from Sue Ellen. And you think he murdered Judith when he stole the coin?”

      I pulled a sheet of paper toweling from the role to wipe the sugar from my mouth. “That’s one explanation,” I said, licking the last bit of lemony goodness from my lips before swiping my face and tossing the towel in the trash. “But the problem is, Sue Ellen doesn’t know when it went missing. She’s not even sure what coin it was, just that a spot in her glass case is empty now. Someone could have stolen it between Rudy’s last visit a month ago and just now when she noticed it was gone. And, if Rudy did steal it, his fingerprints would be on that case from his last visit.”

      I shook my head, wondering if I could talk Rose out of another donut hole. “I don’t know, Rose. All I’m sure about is that there’s more than meets the eye here.” Exasperated, I threw my arms out. “And then Maggie showed up, walked into Sue Ellen’s house like she owned the place which really ticked AJ off.”

      Rose howled. She saw humor where others saw drama. “How is it going between Maggie and AJ?” she asked. “They’re more like two pieces of flint creating sparks for a bonfire than two peas in a pod.”

      I snorted, almost shooting my tea out through my nose. “That’s the best description of those two that I’ve heard yet, Rose. Maggie seems to find it all so amusing, while AJ looks like he’s ready to pull his weapon and shoot her in the foot to teach her a lesson.”

      “Is that what you call love these days?” Rose grinned. “I know I’m ancient, but that seems more like caveman behavior than the way your grandfather courted me.”

      With no more donut holes on the horizon, I had to satisfy myself with a long drink of my iced tea. Maybe it helped me see some things more clearly. Like AJ and Maggie. “Between two ultra-competitive, gun-toting crime busters,” I said, “maybe it’s normal.” To each his own, I thought as I set my tea on the counter. Time for me to get a move on. “If you’re all set here, Rose, I told Sue Ellen and Maggie I’d meet them at the library to see if they’re getting anywhere with their coin research. I’d love to get that behind me so I’m one step closer to relaxing after this exhausting day.”

      “Go ahead, then,” Rose said. She took a quick look at the timer. “I’d come with you, but I have to wait for this last batch to come out of the oven. You can fill me in when you get home. Oh, Dani, I almost forgot. I’ve decided to make a quick visit and see my old friend, Alice Cross, before I head back to Sea Breeze.”

      “Sue Ellen’s neighbor?” This seemed to have come out of the blue. “I didn’t know she was your friend.”

      “Don’t go assuming you know everything about me, Danielle Rose. I like to keep a few surprises up my sleeve.”

      “Right. I don’t suppose this visit has anything to do with picking her brain about what she saw out that big picture window of hers, does it?”

      Rose placed her hand on her chest like I’d just accused her of a terrible act. “I told her I’d stop by with some goodies and she sounded delighted. If she shares some information while we’re visiting … all the better.”

      I sniffed the delicious aroma in the diner. “Is your bribe in the oven?”

      “Lemon raspberry squares, if you must know. I had lemons left over from making the donut holes, so I decided to use them up. Once they cool, a drizzle of chocolate over the top and, voilà, an irresistible taste sensation.”

      “I want one right now.” My sweet tooth was throbbing for a sample.

      “I have an idea. Check on Sue Ellen at the library. She if she found anything, and then meet me at Alice’s house. I’ll bring plenty and you can have a lemon raspberry square if Alice doesn’t eat them all. But don’t invite Sue Ellen along, Alice isn’t a big fan of her loud, in-your-face manner.”

      “Good to know.” I wrapped my arms around Rose. “I hit the lottery when I got you for a grandmother—beautiful, clever, and the best baker I know.”

      “Don’t get all mushy on me now, Dani. And don’t take too long at the library or the squares will be gone.” She squeezed me extra tight before she let go. “You are my sun, moon, and stars forever and ever,” she whispered in my ear so softly it sounded like a sweet lullaby.

      I slid into the MG with Pip as my co-pilot and we headed to the library.

      I found Sue Ellen pacing out front when I pulled up. Her red-clad legs chewed up the walkway at the bottom of the steps until she spotted my car and she stopped me, waving enthusiastically. “Finally. We’ve found something,” she said as she leaned into my car window.

      “Okay, let me find a place to park?”

      “Hurry up, Maggie found something that’s quite interesting.”

      As I followed Sue Ellen up the library steps a few minutes later to the big main doors, I made sure not to catch my toe and trip. That’s all I’d need to end an already unpleasant couple of days. Pip leaped ahead with no apparent concerns.

      Sue Ellen hit the button to open the automatic door with her hip and we entered the cool library. Like a tour guide, she took my elbow and led the way to find Maggie.

      “We have the big reception room for the auction tomorrow night. It’s not quite as much room as in my house, but it will have to do. People can wander into other rooms, too.” She turned into a spacious, high-ceilinged room. “Here we are. I’ve already been able to set up a lot since the library is closed until the auction. What do you think?”

      Long tables with white linen tablecloths anchored one wall with the quilt hanging above.

      I stepped back so I could take in the beautiful scene created from pieces of vibrant fabric—intricate and representative of Misty Harbor. The quilt was a show-stopper. “Amazing, Sue Ellen. It’s such a shame that Judith isn’t here to relish in the fruits of her labor.”

      “Judith spent hours designing it to show Misty Harbor in all its glory. I especially love how Blueberry Bay seems to shimmer in the sunshine.” Sue Ellen pointed to the shoreline at the bottom of the quilt. “I think she used iridescent thread to outline the waves. Just stunning.”

      We stood side by side quietly admiring the quilt. It had too much detail to take it all in at once. It would take several viewings, and an investment of time that would reap rewards in tranquility and beauty. Finally, I pulled myself away from the mesmerizing scene and turned back to the tables. “Will Detective Crenshaw let you move the flower arrangements from your house over here?” I asked.

      Sue Ellen rolled her eyes. “I got the okay after I pulled out all the stops and charmed him with my personality.” Her lips curled into a grin. “And then I got on my knees and shamelessly begged. It worked. I’ll move them tomorrow.”

      “You two will be best forever friends before long, Sue Ellen,” I joked.

      Sue Ellen’s jaw dropped. “I don’t think so.” She leaned close to my ear. “I asked Maggie what she sees in that man.”

      “Oh yeah? What did she say?”

      “She loves a challenge.”

      We both laughed.

      “What are you two gossiping about over there?” Rudy joined us in front of the quilt. “I was hoping to find you here, Sue Ellen. So, this is the venue?” He turned around and took in the large room undergoing a transformation for the event. “I like it,” he decided after a few moments of speculation. He framed the scene with his hands and viewed the room as if he were looking through a camera lens.

      “Yeah. This will work great. I’m heading back to the Blueberry Bay Inn for the night. See you tomorrow?”

      “Bright and early, Rudy,” Sue Ellen said.

      He stopped for a moment to chat. “I heard you mention Maggie and AJ. Are they a couple? Coulda fooled me by the way they act toward each other. Never mind, I don’t even want to know the details.” Rudy didn’t wait around for a reply. He blew an air kiss to Sue Ellen, absently waved, and left.

      “What about Maggie and AJ?”

      I turned around quickly at the sound of the sultry voice. “Geesh. Do you always sneak up on people, Maggie?”

      She sauntered over to us and slipped her tote bag off her shoulder. “It helps me find out stuff. What were you two saying about me?” She stood with a hand on her hip and lifted an eyebrow, demanding an answer. Her mouth twitched and the corners of her eyes crinkled as she tried to keep her serious look from dissolving.

      “Oh, Maggie. I told Dani how you said you love a challenge. And I don’t think anyone here will disagree that AJ is all that and more.”

      After that comment, Maggie’s face broke into a big grin. “He is, isn’t he? But I think he’s starting to come around.”

      “Really? You think that the angrier he gets at you is a good sign?” I asked in disbelief.

      Maggie shrugged. “It’s worked for me before. Something’s got to get through his defenses, and I think I spied the beginnings of a crack. Just a tiny one, but still.”

      I was skeptical about her wishful thinking, but I wasn’t going to burst her bubble. “I’ve got to get going. I’m meeting Rose,” I said and quickly stopped myself from revealing our plan.

      “Wait,” Sue Ellen held my arm. “You have to see what Maggie found.”

      Right. I almost forgot the whole reason for coming to the library. “Just tell me. What did you find?”

      Maggie lost her playful expression, transforming her face to an all-business persona. She glanced around and lowered her voice. “The missing coin? Extremely rare. Sue Ellen had a 1975 Roosevelt dime worth over a quarter million dollars.”

      Sue Ellen pantomimed fanning herself from the shock. “Can you believe it? I never knew a little dime that wasn’t even all that old could possibly be worth so much. All I remember is that it was special to my father so he must have known what he had in that case. He put it off to one side where it didn’t even take up the center spot so no one would notice it, I guess.”

      “That. Is. Crazy,” were the only words I managed to utter.

      “I know, right?” Sue Ellen said.

      “Who else ever showed any interest?” Maggie asked Sue Ellen.

      “Oh, lots of people looked at the coins, but I can’t remember anyone expressing as much interest in that little old thing as Rudy did.”

      “Maybe he told someone else about it,” I said. “It seems like the kind of thing someone would brag about seeing if they’re in the coin collecting world.”

      “Oh dear,” Sue Ellen’s hand covered her mouth. “I never thought about that possibility.”

      “Do you think Judith decided, at the last minute, to hide some coins in that hollowed out book to get them out of view during the auction? Someone came in, saw what she was doing and wham, killed her, rolled her up in the rug, and walked off with the most valuable coin in your collection, hoping you’d never notice,” Maggie said.

      Tears welled in Sue Ellen’s eyes. “Killed over a little dime? How terribly tragic.”

      “Now, you have to figure out who was in your house and knew the value of that little dime,” I said. “That knowledge should narrow the suspect pool down.”
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      Pip and I left the library to head to Alice Cross’s house before Sue Ellen got a whiff of our plan. And, hopefully, before all the lemon raspberry squares disappeared. Kicking my shoes off and relaxing at Sea Breeze with a cold refreshing drink would have to wait. Unfortunately.

      I slipped in behind Rose’s Cadillac in Alice’s driveway, thankful for the trees that mostly hid our cars from Sue Ellen’s house across the street.

      After a couple of knocks on the door, I turned to scan the neighborhood while we waited. Pip trembled with excitement at this new adventure. “Don’t get your hopes up too high, Pipster. Alice Cross might be one of those crotchety old ladies who only likes cats.”

      Pip’s tail wagged enthusiastically at the sound of my voice. Okay, maybe she couldn’t understand everything I said to her or, maybe she heard the word cats. The door opened and Pip darted inside as soon as enough space allowed her trim body to squeeze through. I crossed my fingers that felines weren’t lurking inside waiting to devour her.

      “Hello, Pip. Did you bring Dani, too?” Rose asked as she pulled the door wider for me.

      “Very funny,” I said. “You think I’m planning to hand the keys to your MG over to a terrier?”

      “You’re right, Pip would certainly get a speeding ticket.” Rose laughed at her own joke and took my arm as she led me inside.

      I lowered my voice. “Is it okay that she’s here with me?”

      “Come see for yourself.”

      She led me into a comfortable living room. Right off the bat I spotted the centerpiece—Alice’s chair, angled just so—gave her the best view out of her big picture window. That’s where she watched the comings and goings on her street. In easy reach she had a cane and a walker, which explained her interest in the visitors on the street. Apparently, Alice didn’t get out much. Then I heard the unmistakable sound of someone unscrewing the lid of a jar. Pip heard it too and she positioned herself very politely right in front of Alice.

      “Here’s a treat for you. Can you give me a paw?” Alice leaned forward in her purple velour track suit and tightly permed blue-gray hair and held a dog bone in front of Pip. “Come on, girl,” she said again, waiting for Pip to perform. “Good girl!” she exclaimed when Pip lifted her paw. “You’re so smart!” Alice cooed as Pip greedily accepted the treat.

      Rose had such a satisfied grin you’d think Pip was her baby. “Alice, this is my granddaughter, Dani and her dog, Pip.” Then she turned back to me. “Just in time to have tea with the lemon raspberry squares. Have a seat.”

      “Hello, dear,” Alice said without getting up. “Can Pip have another treat? It’s such a pleasure to have a dog to spoil. I miss my little Princess to pieces, but my daughter doesn’t think I should have a pet.” She scowled her disappointment. “She’s afraid I might trip over an animal and fall. I told her I’m old and a little wobbly but I’m not blind.”

      I walked over to Alice and said, “Pip would love another treat, thank you for asking.” I was of the mind that everyone should have a four-legged companion, especially someone like Alice, who spent most of her time alone.

      While Alice and Pip had their conversation, Rose acted as hostess and offered me a cup of tea. I sent her a look that I hoped she’d understand to mean what the heck is going on here? Sue Ellen had led me to believe that her neighbor was a nosy busybody, best avoided. I never expected such a warm greeting.

      “Alice and I were just discussing the terrible event that happened right across the street from her,” Rose said, offering the plate of raspberry squares to me.

      “Yes,” Alice said as she stroked Pip who had curled up in her lap. “It’s been like a sideshow with all the activity across the street.” She waved her hand dismissively toward Sue Ellen’s house. “Especially yesterday. I couldn’t believe someone had murdered poor Judith Manning. She was such a sweet woman. She’d pop in to check on me every once in a while, unlike the woman she moved in with, I might add.” Alice made a face as she contemplated Sue Ellen.

      “And Rose told me that you found her body? How absolutely dreadful.” I could see Alice shiver under her colorful zip up top. “Now, I’m wondering if I might have seen the murderer.”

      Alice took a sip of her tea and made a face. “Oh, too hot,” she said and put her cup on her end table. “Tell me all about it while I wait for this to cool down.”

      I thought she seemed a bit too excited about the murder, but maybe she was just excited to have company. And a sweet treat.

      The down cushions on my chair settled into a hollow around me. Sort of like a soft mound of snow minus the chill. I shifted forward so I didn’t completely disappear. “There isn’t much to tell about the murder,” I said as I squirmed to find a comfortable spot. “Detective Crenshaw is keeping details to himself, but Sue Ellen did notice that a valuable coin is missing. The problem is that she doesn’t know when it disappeared.”

      “Did you know Judith well?” Rose put a lemon raspberry square on a small china plate and handed it to Alice. Pip rose up, but Rose pulled the plate away and said, “This isn’t for you, Pip.” My Pipster settled her head back on her paws, apparently understanding the rules, and Alice relieved Rose of the delicacy.

      Alice nibbled the corner of her pastry as she answered my question. “Not well, but yes, I knew her, and I knew that Barry, her no good husband, took her to the cleaners financially. I don’t know why she moved in with Sue Ellen, though. Maybe she needed space to figure her life out.” Alice’s square disappeared and she held her plate out for another one. “You know, when something upsets me, the first thing I do is eat and this senseless murder has me mighty upset.”

      Her words brought up the awful memory of unrolling that exquisite Persian rug, reaching in expecting to discover a cell phone, but finding a shoe attached to a foot instead.

      While Alice ate, she seemed to drift off into a memory of her own. I used that time to enjoy my lemon raspberry square before I broke the silence. “Did Judith mention anything about the quilt she designed to benefit the library at the auction tomorrow night? I’ve seen it, and I have to say, it’s absolutely stunning. The colors, pure and vibrant, capture Misty Harbor and Blueberry Bay spectacularly. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a painting.”

      Alice nodded her head full of curls. “She did, but I never got a chance to see it. Judith showed me her sketches, and I was very excited to get a private viewing of the finished project. She was going to bring me over Friday afternoon, and I kept my eyes on the lookout for her, but she never came. Now I know why.” Alice sniffled a little. “Can you do me a favor, Dani?”

      “Of course,” I agreed without having a clue what this favor would be, but happy to do anything to help her through this difficult time.

      “Buy that quilt for me. I don’t care how much it costs. I’ll hang it on the wall right behind where you’re sitting so I can imagine myself as a young woman again enjoying all the shops on Main Street or out checking the lobster pots on Blueberry Bay with my dad. I don’t mind so much that I can’t get around anymore, because I have such wonderful memories.”

      I choked on my tea. With all of Misty Harbor and more people from the Blueberry Bay area expected at the auction, who knew how high the bidding would go? “Are you sure you don’t have a limit on how much you’re willing to pay?”

      Alice smiled. “No limit. With the detail you describe in that quilt, I’ll be able to put myself right smack in the middle of town again. That’s priceless. And I’ll think of Judith every time the quilt takes me back to a pleasant memory.” She picked up a book on quilting from the small table next to her chair. “Judith left this book for me when I showed interest in her project but some of the terms don’t make any sense. For instance,” she looked at me, “What’s a jelly roll? Doesn’t it sound like something you’d eat?”

      As soon as Alice mentioned that term, an icy chill ran up my spine. Not that Judith was rolled inside fabric strips, but she was rolled inside a sticky mess. “I guess it does, but in quilting language, it means precut fabric strips rolled together and tied with a bow. I don’t think Judith used jelly rolls in her quilt.”

      Alice nodded but I also noticed her eyes drooping.

      Pip jumped off Alice’s lap and stretched all four paws. Somehow, she sensed exactly when Alice’s head rested against the back of her chair and her eyes closed, either for a catnap or just to get lost in memories. In any case, it was time for us to make a quiet exit.

      The drive home didn’t take long but it gave me a chance to make a promise—what happened to Judith was wrong on so many levels, someone had to be held accountable. Her beautiful quilt would serve as a reminder to everyone of Judith’s dedication and love of quilting and for Misty Harbor. Alice’s desire to own the quilt was my next challenge, after my search for the killer and justice for Judith Manning.

      Sea Breeze was a welcome sight after this long, difficult day. When I stepped inside with Rose and Pip, a delicious aroma assaulted my senses. “Who’s here?” I asked Rose.

      “With the smells coming from my kitchen, I don’t care, and I might just lock them up and keep them forever.” Pip dashed ahead, obviously expecting something tasty, too.

      I spotted my partner stirring a pot at the stove. “Lily? You aren’t hanging out with your guest?” I asked after I dropped my bag on the floor.

      “Maggie?” Lily waved a wooden spoon through the air. “Fortunately, she went off with Sue Ellen to the library, so I came over here to find out what’s new. I only promised her a place to sleep; I didn’t say I’d be her constant companion.”

      It sounded like there might be more to that statement than I wanted to hear at the moment. Instead of digging in, I opened a bottle of wine and poured myself a glass. Anyone else?” Two loud, “yeses,” answered immediately.

      “Where have you three been?” Lily glanced at Pip who sat in front of her expectantly. “What are you looking at?”

      I got Pip some rice and chicken from the refrigerator. “Here you go. Now, you don’t have to bother Lily while she’s cooking.” I put the bowl on the window seat and Pip jumped onto the pillow that she’d claimed on her first day in the house. “You can keep Rose company here at the nook while Lily finishes whatever deliciousness she’s creating.

      “Hungry?” Lily asked.

      “I could eat a horse,” I replied. And I meant it. After the day I’d had, smelling Lily’s cooking reminded me that my stomach had been growling for quite a while.

      “I doubt that. I’ve seen what you eat when you say you’re starving, and it would barely keep a moth alive. But I made plenty because you never know who might show up. Sometimes this place has nonstop visitors.”

      I lifted the lid off the big frying pan on the stove and inhaled. “Chicken in your secret wine sauce?”

      Lily shot me a mischievous grin. “You know me too well. You can make a salad while you tell me anything that’s new.”

      “We visited my friend, Alice Cross,” Rose said, preparing to set the places for the three of us at her kitchen nook. “I brought her some lemon raspberry squares.”

      Lily almost dropped her pan when she doubled over laughing. “I see where Dani gets her bribery skills from. Did she tell you anything new? Like, maybe she saw who killed Judith?”

      “Nothing like that,” I said. “But she forced a promise from me.”

      “Do you even know her?” Lily divided her creation onto three plates.

      “I do now, thanks to Rose, and I have to tell you that she’s a whole lot nicer than I expected from Sue Ellen’s description.”

      “That’s only because she adored the pipsqueak,” Rose said.

      “Everyone loves Pip.” Lily carried plates overflowing with her fabulous chicken dish to the kitchen nook. “What’s the promise you made?”

      “Alice wants me to bid on Judith’s quilt for her.” I added the salad bowl in the center of the table.

      “What’s her limit?” Lily sat and reached for the salad.

      “No limit.”

      Lily’s hand stopped midway between the salad bowl and her plate. “No limit? Don’t let anyone know that or the sky will be the limit.”

      “She doesn’t care,” I said, digging into my chicken. “I suppose, at her age, why not spend the money on what she wants. It will make her happy many times over since the money goes to a good cause. Plus, she said it will make her happy to look at Misty Harbor represented in the quilt while she sits in her lovely room and relives memories.”

      “She sounds like an amazing woman,” Lily said, enthusiastically enjoying her own cooking.

      “She is. And she made me realize something.”

      Rose and Lily looked at me.

      “We have to make sure Judith’s death doesn’t go unsolved.”

      “We?” Lily had her eyebrow raised. “What about Detective Crenshaw or Maggie? Aren’t they working on it?”

      “Of course, they are.” I looked out the window at the twinkling lights reflecting on Blueberry Bay. “But after talking to Alice Cross, I have a feeling she might know more than she realizes. Her big bay window looks right out on Sue Ellen’s driveway entrance and she has her chair angled for the best view. If someone was there, she would have seen it.”

      I planned to get her to work on her memories.
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      With a big rush of customers, Sunday morning flew by at the Little Dog Diner. I barely had time to breathe while I kept the brunch buffet filled with bacon, scrambled eggs, hash browns, French toast, and all the other assorted items that disappeared almost as soon as I filled the containers. I sighed with relief and sank onto one of the counter stools when the door closed behind the last customer.

      “The Sunday brunch is a big success but it’s exhausting,” I said to Lily. “Good thing we don’t open until ten and we close at two, otherwise we’d never be able to keep up with the demand.”

      Lily sat next to me and slid over a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. “Now all we have to do is deliver the desserts to the library before Sue Ellen shows up in the middle of a panic attack.”

      I guzzled the drink. “Thanks for that. Let’s get our last job done so we can relax for a bit before the auction starts.”

      Once again, we loaded the desserts into my rickety old Honda, and Lily and Pip, who had waited patiently in the office during the brunch rush, shared the passenger seat while I drove across town to the library.

      “Since the library is closed on Sundays, the front door is probably locked. I’ll run up and bang until someone opens it,” Lily said as she unhooked her seatbelt and slipped out. “You and Pip can stay here and guard the desserts.”

      I leaned against my car and watched as people walked along Main Street and Pip sniffed around in the bushes. My heart lurched into my throat when an unexpected tap on my shoulder startled me from my people watching. “Geesh, don’t scare me like that,” I said to Luke who grinned at me when I turned around.

      “Who did you think was sneaking up on you?” he said and settled next to me against the fender of the Honda

      I leaned in close to him as if I had a big secret. “You never know who’s lurking around here.” I didn’t tell him that seeing his handsome face was the best surprise I’d had since pulling the shoe out of Sue Ellen’s rolled up carpet.

      Pip said her hello by dancing around Luke’s legs until he dropped down on one knee and gave her a proper greeting. “Are you coming to the auction tonight, too?” he asked, ruffling the hair under her chin.

      Pip’s tail went crazy.

      “That’s a yes. I should probably put her on her leash though, so she doesn’t get into any trouble. Oh, there’s Lily,” I said when she waved from the top of the steps. Someone had opened the library door for us. Want to help bring the desserts inside?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Luke announced with his arms outspread. “I helped Sue Ellen and Maggie hang the quilt.  Sue Ellen told me about the missing coin, which certainly puts a cloud over Rudy. And about how Johnny Wilker ran away from Detective Crenshaw. Is there anything else that I don’t know about?”

      I reached into the back seat of the car and drew out a box of brownies. “I think that’s the important stuff,” I said and placed it in his arms.

      “Okay,” he said with a smile, accepting his mission. “Sue Ellen asked me to help you with the desserts which, in my opinion, is an important and tasty job. Load me up. I work cheap—maybe something from one of these boxes?” he asked hopefully.

      “You’ll have to run that by Sue Ellen, but if you follow me to Sea Breeze when we’re done, I’m sure Rose will have a few appetizers and drinks for us before it’s time to leave for the auction. And you can take a walk on the beach with Pip and me.” Luke’s deep blue eyes and his smile that softened his whole face mesmerized me. Who wouldn’t succumb to his charm?

      “Sure. I’d like that. Is anyone else going to be there?”

      I stacked boxes on his arms. “Well, it is Rose’s house, so probably. That place is like grand central station lately. She never turns anyone away.”

      I loaded Lily up next and then took the last stack myself. Pip followed us up the steps into the library, comfortably cooled by the AC.

      “I was so worried,” Sue Ellen said. “I’ve been here since noon moving the flower arrangements and making sure everything is just so. What do you think?” She rubbed her hands together obviously needing praise for her hard work.

      “It looks great,” I assured her. “Don’t worry. Tons of people will show up.” I wasn’t exaggerating. The quilt, the centerpiece of the room, took my breath away even though I’d seen it the day before. Anyone entering the room for the auction would first see the quilt in all its exquisite beauty. And then all the desserts, of course.

      Sue Ellen flitted about checking the boxes, the flowers, appraising the quilt to see if it hung evenly. A real bundle of nerves. “I should have just enough time to put out the desserts, go home and change, and get back here a little before five so I can greet everyone when they start arriving. Oh, Dani, I’m so nervous. What if no one bids on the quilt?”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that, Sue Ellen.” I didn’t dare tell her my plan. I wasn’t sure what she’d think when she found out that Alice was willing to pay anything for the quilt.

      I turned away from Sue Ellen just in time to catch Luke peeking inside one of the boxes. “Hey. Those are for tonight!” I said to him. Fortunately, Rudy had distracted Sue Ellen with a question about where she wanted him to stand later, and she was off in a tizzy of swirling fabric to help him.

      “Just one? Because I helped carry everything in?” Luke’s dreamy eyes pleaded for a treat.

      I couldn’t really blame him when I saw he was drooling over the blueberry whoopie pies. After all, I’d stolen one too, before it even had the filling. “Just don’t let Sue Ellen see you,” I whispered in his ear.

      Before Sue Ellen could rope us into any other chores, I whistled for Pip, and headed out the door with Luke on our tails. “I’ll drop my Honda off at the diner and meet you at Sea Breeze. “Are you coming to Rose’s now, too, Lily? Or do you have to get back and find Maggie?”

      Lily pulled a few loose strands of hair off her neck. The day had taken a toll on the sleek braid that bounced around her shoulders first thing this morning. Not that Lily looked bedraggled. My best friend could swim through a mud puddle and come out looking like a beauty queen. “She’s on her own,” she said sounding a bit weary though. “Drop me off at my car and I’ll follow you to Sea Breeze.” Luke waved goodbye and walked to his truck. Once he was out of earshot, Lily said, “Are you sure I won’t be in the way? I see how you look at that hunk.”

      “We’re just friends, Lily.” Of course, I’d be happy if we were more than friends, but I’d take what I could get.

      “Okaaay, if you say so.” Lily slid onto the passenger seat and patted her legs for Pip to jump in for the short ride to the Little Dog Diner.

      Happy that my Honda made it back without incident, it was a relief to park it and get into the MG. With the top down, my curls twisted into a ponytail, and my elbow resting on the door, I pretended I was a movie star as I drove through town with Pip as my copilot. I even smiled and waved to a few people I didn’t know, laughing at the confusion on their faces as they tried to figure out who I was. Maybe they wondered if Pip was the movie star, and I was the chauffeur. That would be okay, too. All Pip needed was a pair of sunglasses strapped around her face to keep the wind out of her eyes, and she’d look the part.

      Both Lily and Luke beat me to Sea Breeze and were inside with Rose by the time Pip and I entered.

      “Who the heck were you waving at?” Lily asked. “You were poking along like a sightseer, so I left you in my dust.”

      I felt heat prickle up my neck into my cheeks. I hadn’t noticed Lily’s car. “Oh,” I flicked my wrist dismissively, “no one you know.”

      Lily stared at me, then laughed a big belly laugh. “You were doing that, let’s pretend we’re movie stars thing we did when we were teenagers, weren’t you?” Her laughing escalated and Pip added some yips of her own.

      “So what if I was?” I said defiantly. “Pip was really into it.” I noticed that Luke turned away from me, but I could see his shoulders shaking. At least he had enough sense to pretend he wasn’t laughing at me.

      “You know,” Rose said, “I have a hot pink and orange silk scarf that Pip could wear the next time you two are in the car together.”

      I held my hands up in defeat, knowing I was outnumbered. “I promised Pip a walk on the beach, anyone care to join us?” I looked at Luke hoping he hadn’t changed his mind.

      “Yup,” he answered. “I never pass up an opportunity to spend time with Misty Harbor’s famous movie star.”

      I pulled the elastic out of my hair, tossed my head, and fluffed my curls with my fingers. I wasn’t going to live this down so my best defense was to own it like a star. “Where’s that scarf, Rose? I think Pip needs to look her part while she’s on the beach with me.”

      “Be right back.” Rose hurried upstairs.

      Luke shook his head. “Maybe I shouldn’t come. I’m not sure you’ll want to be seen with a commoner like me.”

      I looked at Luke who, at one time, was the love of my life and maybe, with time, we’d get back there. His windswept hair, with blond streaks from all the time he spent in the sun, and his tanned face with a few wrinkles to give him depth and character, could grace the cover of any magazine … in my opinion. “I don’t mind slumming it a little today.”

      Lily pointed her finger at Luke. “Ooo, bet you didn’t see that coming.”

      Rose returned and plopped a black felt beret on Luke’s head, her brightly colored scarf around Pip’s neck, and a floppy lime green hat for me. “There. And don’t forget your sunglasses. You can go anywhere incognito now.”

      Lily roared with laughter. “Dani will do her wave regardless, even if it’s only to the seagulls.”

      I looped my arm through Luke’s. “Let’s go. Rose and Lily are having way too much fun at my expense.” I did reward them with one of my signature waves, though, which brought on another bout of laughter.

      Pip dashed down the steps to the beach, the ends of her colorful scarf rippling behind her. “You know,” I said to Luke. “I’m really lucky to have the three of you in my life … well, four. I can’t forget Pip.”

      Luke didn’t say anything, but when he squeezed my arm close to his body, I knew he was happy, too.

      We walked in comfortable silence. I savored Luke’s company while the wind blew my hat off and whipped through my hair, the waves lapped at our feet, and Pip was the only one of us who acted the part of a movie star.

      She was a natural.
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      Sue Ellen had some talents but estimating crowd size wasn’t one of them. I circled the parking lot when we arrived shortly after five. Eventually, I found a spot and then we waited in line to squeeze through the doors because the normally quiet library buzzed with activity that threatened to burst the walls from the enormous crowd of people that showed up.

      I wore my mid-calf, brightly colored sleeveless dress, while Pip was still adorned with her orange and pink scarf plus a purple leash. Rose dressed as elegantly as usual in a lime green skirt with a white silk blouse that complimented her silver hair perfectly. She’d exchanged her floppy straw hat for one woven from soft purple cotton. Lily insisted on her favorite form-fitting royal blue sheath to set off her spun gold crown of hair she had piled on her head.

      As we moved through the crowd, I felt a hand on my arm. “Can you believe this?” Sue Ellen asked. Her eyes sparkled with excitement. “I never in my wildest dreams expected this building to be filled to overflowing.” She lowered her voice. “Do you think they’ve come because of the murder?”

      “Let’s assume everyone is here as a way to remember and honor Judith,” I said. “Her quilt represents her dream and the money raised,” I saw dollar signs floating through the air, “will make a huge impact for the library. Be proud of this, Sue Ellen.”

      “I am,” she said, “but sad too that Judith isn’t here to feel the love.” Sue Ellen sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with a white handkerchief that magically appeared from inside her dark red tunic.

      To change the subject to something more cheerful, I asked, “When does the bidding start?” I helped myself to a glass of champagne from a tray that floated by on the hand of a waiter dressed in black and white.

      “At six,” Sue Ellen said, her micromanaging eyes seemingly everywhere. “Barry was planning to present information about the history of quilts first. He said it was Judith’s idea, but I don’t want to give him the platform and make him look like he’s a grieving husband. Do you think I’m being petty? I really don’t like the man.”

      I shrugged; what could I say? “It’s your event, tell him no.” I sipped my champagne and decided I’d better nurse this glass slowly, so it didn’t rush straight to my head.

      “I think I will. Thank you, Dani. I needed someone to tell me it was okay.” Sue Ellen raised her hand. “Yoo-hoo. Over here, Rudy.” She leaned close to me. “I want to be sure he gets the two of us together in his video.”

      Pip pawed at Sue Ellen’s leg. “Of course, Pip. You’ll be in the shot, too.”

      I ran my fingers through my unwieldy mass of curls. With all the silly joking about pretending to be a movie star, I should have taken more care about how I looked for the auction. My quick change into my summery mid-calf dress after our walk on the beach might be a bit too casual. I wished Sue Ellen had given me a heads up about the filming.

      “Don’t worry,” Luke’s breath tickled my neck. “You look as gorgeous as ever.”

      Heat traveled up my neck into my cheeks as I turned to him. He definitely cleaned up well. He had exchanged his jeans for sharply creased gray slacks, a crisp blue button-down shirt and a matching gray vest. “How did you know what I was thinking?” I said, resisting the urge to brush a wayward curl off his forehead and maybe stroke his handsome face.

      “My superpower?” He clinked his glass against mine. “I’ve just been chatting with Barry. He sure is a jerk.”

      Rudy planted himself between us, which put an end to the million questions I had for Luke. I didn’t even know he knew Barry, but with his blueberry farm, he probably knew just about everyone in town.

      “Over here, Dani.” Rudy interrupted my thoughts. “And you two are complimentary with your colors, too. Sue Ellen in your signature red and you Dani, I love that swirl of color with the splashes of white. These images will pop in the video.” He winked at both of us.

      Sue Ellen squeaked in delight, apparently forgetting the role Rudy may have played in her missing coin. “Oh, Rudy, you are such a flirt. Now, I don’t want to hold you up, but since I have Dani’s attention, I wanted to be sure you got us together. With this crowd, you may not have a chance to film us together for the rest of the night.”

      “Don’t forget about Pip.” I picked her up and, to my surprise, she posed quietly in my arms. I couldn’t help but wonder why Sue Ellen all of a sudden seemed to regard me as a close friend. Was it the Judith connection? Or was she just a super friendly person?

      In the long run, it didn’t really matter.

      Rudy took forever to place us just so before he took his shots. Pip loved the camera on her and posed shamelessly.

      “That should do it,” Rudy said after circling around us and capturing us just being ourselves. “I got some great shots.” He left with Sue Ellen hanging on his arm and chattering away about all her ideas for the rest of the video. I shook my head. Between Rose and Sue Ellen’s enthusiasm, Misty Harbor’s promotion was in good hands. I was glad someone wanted to do it.

      A gentle touch on my shoulder made me turn to see Luke smiling behind me. The fact that he’d waited for me during the filming, sent little butterflies fluttering in my gut. He always had that effect on me. I sighed and leaned close inhaling his earthy sandalwood scent. “I promised I’d bid on the quilt for Alice Cross, but I’d love a break from this crowd until then. Is there a quiet corner we can hide in until the auction starts?” I asked.

      “Follow me.” He held his arm out for me to hold while he led Pip and me through the throng of people.

      At this point, I would follow Luke anywhere, preferably out the door and back to the quiet peacefulness of Sea Breeze. If I hadn’t promised Alice I’d win the quilt for her, there would be nothing keeping me at this event. I had made my obligatory appearance but, alas, I also had a promise to fulfill.

      “Where are we going?”

      Luke grinned. “You wanted a quiet out-of-the-way spot, right?”

      “Uh-huh, but I know this library like the back of my hand and every nook and cranny must be filled with the overflow of people who couldn’t fit into the main room.”

      “Not every nook,” he said giving me a sly wink. With my hand held firmly in his, Luke whisked me through intimate groups of guests discussing the murder and the quilt. Unfortunately for Alice, I overheard many people express serious interest in the work of art.

      Finally, Luke squeezed through a narrow space between the wall and a bookshelf, pulling me behind him.

      “Amazing,” I said. “How did you find this quiet cubby? And why is it even here?” The space was barely big enough for the two of us, but I didn’t mind sharing it with Luke. He pulled a chair out from the desk that was pushed into the corner and gestured for me to sit. Pip curled up at my feet.

      “I found it when I accidentally pushed a book through from the other side of the shelf and came back here to retrieve it. Why is it here? I have no idea, but isn’t it a great hiding place from the crowd tonight?” Luke was obviously pleased with himself for his discovery and for saving me from having a panic attack in the midst of the crowd.

      “Interesting.” I could almost imagine we were alone in the library. The noise dulled to a muted background hum, mostly absorbed by the books and the carpeting.

      “You know what I think?” Luke asked, always ready to come up with a theory. He rested one hip against the desk.

      “What do you think?”

      “Someone ordered too many desks and the extra one had to go somewhere out of the way. Maybe the librarians use this spot for themselves when they need a break and don’t want to be found by an annoying patron.”

      I spun the swivel chair around so I faced the desk and the computer and hit the power button. I typed in the name, Rudy Genova, just for fun.

      Luke watched over my shoulder.

      After a few clicks, Rudy’s name popped up connected to several articles. I clicked on one that referred to Rudy’s videography work and skimmed through the words.

      “He’s a legit movie maker according to this, Luke. And it even mentions in his background information that he’s in a group of avid coin collectors.” I sat back and looked at Luke. “I wonder if he ever mentioned that valuable dime to his collector buddies.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. But anyone from out of town would stick out like a sore thumb, right?”

      “I suppose so and the fact that Rudy doesn’t really have an alibi certainly is suspicious. He said he was walking around town until he went to Sue Ellen’s house, but unless someone corroborates any of his movements, it’s meaningless.”

      “And Sue Ellen’s neighbor is positive she saw Rudy?”

      I nodded. “Sort of. Her description of who she saw matched Rudy. It’s possible someone else could have been wearing similar clothes, have a similar haircut, and body size, right? Possible, but how likely?”

      “The way he dresses? In this town? Not very.”

      I moved to another article on the computer, leaning closer to the monitor. I tapped my finger on the screen. “Is that his coin group? He gave a talk about his coin collection.”

      “That’s what they do—pool their collections, travel around and give talks. If that’s what he’s doing, he’s pretty serious about this stuff.” Luke crossed his arms. “If he wanted that coin, let’s consider that Rudy did go to Sue Ellen’s door at four like he insisted. What happened next? He said he left, but did he?”

      The chair squeaked as I shifted my weight. “What happened next? Well, what I noticed earlier when I went to Sue Ellen’s house was that from the front door, someone could see into part of her big living room. If Rudy was so set on having that coin, he could have looked in, decided no one was home, taken a chance, and gone in to steal it.”

      “Okay, he didn’t know Judith was there, since no one answered his knock, but she caught him in the act, and they struggled.”

      “Right. Since the quilt had been pulled off the wall, I think that’s where the struggle happened and it was convenient to hide her inside the Persian rug, grab the coin, and disappear,” I said.

      “What about all the delivery people? It was risky at best to try to steal something with all that activity.”

      I swiveled the chair to face Luke. “And that makes me wonder about Johnny Wilker, the kid who delivered the champagne.”

      “And bolted from Detective Crenshaw.”

      “Exactly. The whole scenario I described for Rudy could just as easily have been Johnny. He decided to look around, saw the coins, struggled with Judith, and he’s the one who hid her body rolled inside the rug,” I said.

      “You don’t think the murder was premeditated?” Luke asked.

      “Not if it happened like we just said. Poor Judith. She was trying so hard to get the quilt hung perfectly, which put her in the wrong place at the wrong time. But one more thing we can’t forget.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Whoever rolled up that rug left traces of brownie behind. Sue Ellen said she brought brownies for Judith, so there were some in the room. But would a thief stop to eat a brownie while stealing a coin and murdering someone?” I chewed on my lip. The murder scene held too many possibilities.

      “Probably not.”
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      Luke held his hand out for me. “Do you think it’s time to get back to the event, so you don’t miss bidding for the quilt?”

      “Unfortunately, I suppose it is.” I took his hand, savoring the warmth along with the tingle it sent to my heart. “Did I tell you that Alice gave me no limit? She wants the quilt regardless of the price.”

      “Interesting.”

      A noise from the other side of the bookshelf made both of us stiffen.

      The hair along Pip’s back bristled.

      We turned toward the small opening that led into the private cubby. A head popped around the shelf. “Oh. Sorry. I thought everyone was in the main room.” He looked at the desk. “I’m looking for a book I think I forgot here on Friday.”

      I exhaled and held Pip’s leash so she had to stay close to me. “Nothing here.”

      Luke laughed. “I thought you had the same idea as us—getting away from the crowd. How is it going down there, Barry?”

      “A madhouse. Everyone is champing at the bit for the bidding to start.” He nodded to me but steered clear of Pip, who’d started to growl. “Didn’t Judith do an exquisite job designing that quilt?”

      “She did. And I heard you were planning a talk about the history of quilts,” I said, knowing Sue Ellen had canceled the idea. I watched his reaction as I tugged on the purple leash and Pip calmed down. Barry’s eyes narrowed and his jaw muscles twitched.

      “That was the plan. Something Judith specifically asked me to do, but Sue Ellen nixed the plan at the last minute. Can you believe it? Why wouldn’t she want me to fulfill Judith’s request?”

      I stepped in front of Luke, so I was within a foot of Barry. “You don’t like Sue Ellen, do you?”

      “Not a fact I ever hid. She’s the reason Judith left me with all of Sue Ellen’s whispering about how I didn’t treat her right. You know what I think?”

      “What?” I couldn’t wait to hear Barry’s theory on this subject. Of course, he would spin it to make himself look good, but it was important to know every side of a disagreement.

      “Sue Ellen was jealous. Everything’s a competition to her. Her house is the biggest on the street even if it meant adding a big addition that she needed like a hole in her head. When Judith and I had a small issue, Sue Ellen blew it up to be the worst thing that could happen to a married couple. All I did was move our money into a different bank. Sue Ellen made it sound like I stole everything from under Judith’s nose.” As Barry spoke, his face got redder and redder and his voice louder and louder. He fumed with anger.

      With Luke at my back for support, I placed my hand on Barry’s arm, hoping to break the angry spell he had cast on himself and calm him down. “Finding out that Judith was murdered must have been a terrible blow.”

      “Huh?” He shook his head as if he was trying to clear something away. “Oh, it was. I thought Judith and I were actually making progress toward getting our marriage back on track.” He pulled on the collar around his neck. “I have to leave before I cause a scene. If Sue Ellen hadn’t interfered—”

      “Judith might have decided to move back in with you?” I finished his thought.

      “Exactly. But now I’ll never know.” The bitterness in Barry’s voice rang out loud and clear. He turned and squeezed through the small gap leaving us alone again.

      “That was weird,” I said.  Pip whined and looked up at me. She was confused about the interaction, too.

      “He’s distraught. Look at it from his perspective, Dani. He still loved Judith and was trying to make their marriage work. I’m not saying he deserved to have her back in his life, but at least he was trying. Like I told you before, I think he’s a jerk, but we’ll never know how Judith felt about him. My guess is that she was confused and having trouble knowing who was really looking out for her best interest.”

      “Interesting angle, Luke, which I never considered. So, you think that it’s possible Judith put all her trust in Sue Ellen only to have her commit the most heinous act?”

      “Wait, a minute, Dani,” Luke said. “I’m not saying Sue Ellen is the murderer. I’m only saying to keep everything in perspective.”

      “But you have a point. Sue Ellen and Barry both seemed to be pulling Judith in opposite directions. Who was telling the truth? Was Barry really trying to work things out with Judith? Was Sue Ellen really a loyal friend?”

      “Good questions, Dani.” Luke led me out of the private cubby. “Now, we really need to hurry. If someone else wins that quilt, Alice will never forgive you.”

      As we swiftly moved through the shelves of books, the hum of conversation grew louder. At the entrance to the main room, I panicked at the packed crowd in front of me. “Leaving was a big mistake. We’ll never get back inside.”

      Still holding my hand, Luke rushed me through a door to a deserted hallway. “Good thing I know the ins and outs of this place better than you do thanks to my volunteering when I was in high school.”

      He led me to the end of the hallway. I was surprised to find myself facing an exit door. Not understanding what this meant, I looked at Luke, puzzled.

      “Not that way.” He turned me around a hundred eighty degrees and pushed me through the door opposite the exit sign. I found myself facing the buffet tables. “You are filled with surprises, Mr. Sinclair.”

      Leaning close to my ear, his warm breath tickled my neck. “Never underestimate me, Dani Mackenzie. Now, get your spot so Alice can hang that quilt in her room. I’ll keep an eye on who else is interested and try to help you out on the bidding, so she doesn’t lose every cent of her retirement savings.”

      “How will you do that?”

      Luke gave me a little shove from behind. “Don’t worry how, just pay attention to what happens.”

      I smiled and moved to the center of the front row of bidders. Pip looked up at me expectantly. I wondered if she’d intimidate anyone who tried to outbid me.

      Sue Ellen stood on a platform with her arms in the air. “I need everyone’s attention, please.” She clapped her hands.

      A few people turned toward Sue Ellen, but the majority of people continued talking and sipping champagne.

      “Everyone!” She yelled with surprising authority, which did quiet the room. “It’s time for the main event. First, I want to thank the Little Dog Diner for the absolutely mouthwatering, to-die-for desserts. With only crumbs left, I think it’s safe to say that everyone here agrees with my description. Dani, where are you?” Sue Ellen shaded her eyes and scanned the crowd even though I was almost right in front of her.

      I felt eyes on me from every direction and was slightly embarrassed, especially since Lily and Rose did the majority of the hard work. I gave a little nod and wave, but not my movie star wave, and turned my attention back to Sue Ellen with the hope that she’d get on with the bidding.

      “Before we continue,” Sue Ellen’s voice trembled slightly, “I want to have a moment of silence for my dear friend, Judith Manning.” Complete silence filled the room instantly.

      After a minute, Sue Ellen continued her speech in a calm voice. “Without Judith’s incredible design of this piece of art behind me, we wouldn’t be gathered here for this auction tonight. It was her idea and her hard work along with many local women who helped turn her design into this unbelievable representation of our quaint town of Misty Harbor.”

      Sue Ellen held one arm out toward the quilt. “Don’t you agree that this is priceless?”

      Nods and yeses filled the room. I wondered how long Sue Ellen would drag this out before she started the bidding. The jitters in my stomach told me that the suspense was building, which would make the price skyrocket. I wished I didn’t have this responsibility to Alice and her money. Too late now.

      “Are we ready?” Sue Ellen asked.

      The crowd replied with a collective, “Yes!”

      Sue Ellen, ever the drama queen, cupped her hand around her ear. “I can’t hear you!”

      An ear shattering “Yes!” filled the room.

      “Okay, then. And remember that all the money, one hundred percent of your dollars, benefits this library for books and supplies. So, as far as I’m concerned, that’s a win all the way around. Do you agree?”

      Not thinking it was possible, an even louder yes than before erupted. Sue Ellen was amazing in this role.

      “Who wants to start the bidding?”

      I almost fainted when I heard Luke’s voice ring out from the back of the room, “Five hundred dollars!”

      What the heck was he doing? Did he expect me to bid against him?

      Another voice yelled, “Seven fifty!”

      Oh, my goodness. My mind reeled. I was so far out of my comfort zone on knowing what to do. Why didn’t Luke give me a clue ahead of time?

      “One thousand dollars!” Luke announced.

      And then, I got it. I wasn’t bidding against Luke, we were working together. It didn’t matter if he won or I won but with both of us bidding, one of us would get the quilt for Alice.

      The bids increased in one hundred dollar increments with more time in between each bid. This dragged out the suspense of waiting to hear Sue Ellen announce sold. Finally, at someone’s fourteen-hundred-dollar bid, a lull fell over the room. Time dragged, and Sue Ellen waited in the deafening silence.

      Was Luke going to bid again?

      Sue Ellen said, “Going once.”

      My hand rose as if pulled by an invisible string. “Fifteen hundred dollars!” What had I just done? I couldn’t believe I was committing Alice to that much money. Sweat trickled down my side. My hands shook. Would I have to go higher?

      I heard another bid for fifteen hundred and fifty dollars seconds before Sue Ellen was about to say sold for my fifteen hundred dollar bid. Who was that?

      Without a pause to think, I yelled, loud and clear, “Sixteen hundred and fifty dollars!” I held my breath and crossed my fingers.

      Sue Ellen looked around the room as I kept my eyes glued to her face. Seconds ticked. I didn’t dare look at anyone else.

      Sue Ellen broke into a grin that went from one ear to the other. “Sold! Sixteen hundred and fifty dollars to Dani Mackenzie! Congratulations.”

      I sucked in a lungful of air. My hand went to my mouth. Even though it wasn’t my money, I couldn’t believe the adrenaline rush of those fifteen minutes from Luke’s opening bid to my final winning amount.

      It was a lot of money. Would Alice be okay with that?

      Pip, sensing my excitement, ran around my legs, wrapping her leash in a tight noose. I would have fallen in a tangled mess if Luke hadn’t magically appeared at my side and kept me upright. He whispered, “Nice job. Especially this trick. Were you and Pip planning a distraction to prevent more bids against you?”

      “If that was her plan, she didn’t give me a heads up. Just like you. You could have told me the plan.” I tried to sound annoyed, but I was still too pumped up from the whole bidding war to pull it off.

      “It was more fun this way.” He rubbed my neck. “First time you ever bid at an auction?”

      “Uh-huh. It was quite the rush.”

      Luke laughed. “It is, especially when you know you want something so badly, you’ll keep on bidding. That’s why I got the ball rolling. Once you jumped in, it was a sign to everyone else that you were serious. Alice will be thrilled. The quilt is amazing.”

      “I hope so. You don’t think I spent too much of her money?”

      “No. The only one who might care is her daughter. She’s here, you know, so she knows the winning bid. I wonder what she’ll say when she sees it hanging in Alice’s house.”

      “I never thought of that. Maybe she’ll tell her it was a gift.”

      “Good plan.”

      Sue Ellen found me. “I didn’t know you were interested in the quilt. I’m so glad you got it.”

      “It’s for a friend.”

      Sue Ellen’s eyes popped wide. “Who is it? I’d like a picture of this friend with the quilt.”

      “I’ll let her tell you.” I wasn’t sure if Alice wanted to keep her purchase a secret.

      “A mystery.” Sue Ellen rubbed her hands together. “That adds to the quilt’s story.”

      I made a quick glance at Luke who was trying not to laugh at my awkward predicament.

      “I promised the library that the quilt could hang here for the rest of the month, so people have a chance to see it. Is that okay with you?” Sue Ellen asked.

      “Of course.”

      Maggie appeared at Sue Ellen’s side and whispered in her ear.

      “I guess that’s good news,” she said. “Can I share this information?”

      Maggie nodded.

      She clapped her hands together. “Johnny Wilker has been found. He’s at the police station and he had my stolen dime in his pocket. Can you believe it? What if he had lost that little piece of metal?”

      “That puts him right at the scene of the crime, not just in the kitchen where he left the champagne. Did AJ share any other information with you?” Luke asked Maggie.

      “Are you kidding? He didn’t even tell me that much. I overheard two cops whispering in the back of the room.” She tapped each ear. “Super hearing.”
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      With the crazy weekend behind me, I was more thankful than ever that the Little Dog Diner was closed on Mondays. I planned to put my day to good use.

      “When do you want to visit Alice and tell her about the quilt?” Rose asked before I even made it all the way into the living room.

      “Geesh, I need to relax and enjoy my morning beverage before making that big decision.” Pip looked up from the couch with a hopeful expression but settled down after I rubbed her ears and headed for the coffee pot.

      “After Pip and I take our run? Or do you think that will be too early for Alice?” I asked Rose when I returned.

      “Too early? The day’s already half gone,” she said without any teasing in her tone. With Rose’s early morning routine, she couldn’t understand how I could sleep in until seven on my day off. “Alice is an early riser just like me, so take your run, we’ll drop by her house, and have breakfast when we get back. I’ll bring her the extra lemon donut holes I saved from Saturday.”

      Leaving my coffee on the table to cool, I rushed upstairs and dressed for my beach run. No sense wasting time.

      Pip didn’t miss my energy when I returned downstairs. She leaped off the couch in anticipation of our ritual. I laughed and scratched her ears. “You’re ready to get going, too?” I took a couple sips of my coffee.  And put it back down on the counter. “That can wait. Let’s get outside and enjoy this early morning air, Pipster.”

      Rose followed us out to the patio. “Don’t wait for me, I’ll take a slower stroll and you can meet me on your way back.”

      After a few lunges and stretches, I chased after Pip who had decided to start without me. No surprise there since she couldn’t resist harassing the poor seagulls.

      I let the fresh air and sunshine do their magic as Pip and I ran down the beach. We turned where the beach changed to rocks and slowed to a walk when we met Rose on our way back to Sea Breeze.

      “I love this place,” Rose said as we followed the stairs up to her patio. “Just in case you didn’t know.”

      The run and fresh air exhilarated me. “Pip and me, too… in case you didn’t know.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and squeezed, feeling elated with my good fortune. I made a note to myself—remember to appreciate each moment as it comes.

      “Wait for me to grab the lemon donut holes, and we’ll head to Alice’s house. You can drive,” Rose said over her shoulder.  She went into the kitchen, and I headed to the front door with Pip.

      “Yes!” I did a fist pump in the air as I stepped out the door to my waiting ride. I loved that dark green MG.

      Rose slid into the passenger seat with the goodies for Alice tucked under her arm and made room for Pip on her lap. “I found a new bandana for you, what do you think?” she asked Pip.

      Pip licked Rose’s chin.

      I glanced quickly at my passengers before I started driving and had to laugh. “Perfect!” I said. “It’s the best yet. The dark blue bandana covered with bright red lobsters matched the aprons we had in the diner.

      With the top down and the chilly wind swirling around us, Rose was a sight. With one hand, she clasped her straw hat to keep it from flying away, her other arm cradled a box of donut holes. And then there was Pip, balanced half on her lap and half on the dash. Pure bliss.

      I zipped into Alice’s driveway, took a quick glance at Sue Ellen’s house, and was happy to see everything quiet on that side of the street.

      Rose knocked on Alice’s door and waited. Footsteps tapped on the other side of the door.

      “Pip! You’ve brought your friends with you. What a wonderful surprise,” Alice said after she opened the door. “Come in. Come in. I’ve been waiting on pins and needles for a report on the auction. I hope you have good news, Dani.”

      “I’ve got really good news, good news, and not so good news,” I announced when we entered Alice’s comfortable living room. Rose had the box of donut holes hidden behind her back.

      Alice settled herself in her comfortable chair, refusing our help when we saw her struggle to bend. “I hope the really good news is that you brought something delicious that I can enjoy with my morning tea,” she said, after landing amid her comfortable cushions with a groan. She licked the corner of her mouth as if she could already taste something sweet. “Those lemon raspberry squares are only a delicious memory.”

      “Oh? They’re gone already?” Rose teased.

      Alice snorted. “How long have you known me, Rose? Nothing that delicious lasts long around my sweet tooth.”

      “Well, in that case, you’re in luck. We do have something delicious for you.” Rose revealed the box and placed it in Alice’s lap.

      Like a little kid, she opened it immediately, her smile for Rose full of gratitude. “Thank you so much. I could survive on desserts if it was my choice, but my daughter says I should eat healthier since, in her opinion, I eat too many sweet things.” She shrugged. “At my age, what difference can it make?” She helped herself to the biggest lemon donut hole in the box.

      “Would you like me to pour the tea?” I asked, eyeing the pot on her side table.

      “That would be nice. And here’s something for you, Pip.”  She opened the lid of a jar and Pip’s ears perked up. “There you go. You’ve waited very patiently, so you’ve earned two.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “We did go for a run, so she’ll love that extra treat.”

      “Something Pip and I have in common—we both love treats.”

      After we all had our tea and Rose and I took our seats, Alice helped herself to another donut hole.  Only then did she say, “Now that I’ve sampled the really good news, what’s the good news you have for me?”

      I rocked in the antique rocking chair, nervous about my answer. I decided to give it in pieces. “First of all, you’re the proud owner of Judith’s beautiful quilt that depicts the town of Misty Harbor.”

      A wide grin spread across Alice’s face. “I’d say that ties with the really good news.” She sipped her tea. “What’s the bad news? You had to kill someone to win the quilt?”

      I laughed even though under the sad circumstances of this week, it was kind of an inappropriate comment. I took a breath and plunged in with the bad news, fearing I would ruin the merry smile lighting up Alice’s blue eyes. “Have you ever bid on anything at an auction?”

      Alice cocked her head and pursed her lips to one side. “I can’t say that I have. Tell me every detail.” She settled comfortably in her chair with a third donut hole in one hand and her tea in the other.

      That should sweeten the blow, I thought as I explained. “So, I really didn’t know how these things work, and I was kind of nervous. My friend Luke went to the back of the room and started the bidding at five hundred dollars. Well that threw me off. I couldn’t believe he was bidding against me.”

      “Oh, honey,” Alice said, crumbs falling into her lap. “You two were a tag team. You didn’t know that?”

      I laughed again. “How do you know that strategy? It took me several bids to understand that he was setting me up for the kill.”

      “And it worked?” Alice’s eyes glistened.

      “I suppose it did, but I was under strict orders to win the quilt at any cost, so I don’t know if our strategy worked or not.” I wanted to remind Alice of that fact before I revealed the final bid.

      “How much do I have to write the check for?” she asked eagerly.

      I closed my eyes and my voice was more of a nervous gargle when I announced, “Sixteen hundred and fifty dollars.” I held my breath hoping Alice didn’t choke on her tea. If she refused to pay it…I blanched at that possibility, since I’d be responsible for the bid. But there was no way I could afford to write a check for that much money for anything, even if my life depended on it, with the meager balance in my bank account.

      Alice gave me a strange look. Why, I berated myself, had I agreed to this ridiculous plan. I let my emotions, my fondness for Alice get in the way of my common sense. Even if I sold everything I owned, I wouldn’t have enough to pay for the quilt.

      Seconds ticked by. I could feel Rose’s eyes on me. Was she thinking she’d have to make up the shortfall? Then I’d be even more indebted to my grandmother. Oh, when would I learn to stay out of trouble?

      Alice didn’t choke on her tea. She blinked a few times and said, “That’s all?”

      I couldn’t believe my ears, but sure enough, she flicked her hand, which was now pastry free, and pointed to the small roll-top desk in the corner. “Can you bring me my checkbook? I’ll get that done now. I’m sure the library wants the money as soon as possible.”

      “It’s not too much?” I asked dumbfounded.

      “Too much? The way you described that quilt to me, I expected to pay twice as much. I can’t wait to have it hanging here on my wall. When will you deliver it?”

      I sat breathless in my chair as Alice wrote the check. If I’d had the nerve to ask for a budget, I could have saved the worry that probably shaved a few years off my life. I vowed never to do something this reckless again. Pip lifted her head as if she’d read my thoughts and gave me a look that said, “Wanna bet?”

      I smiled at Alice though she had no idea the relief that lifted from shoulders. “It needs to hang at the library until the end of the month. I hope that’s okay.”

      “That’s fine, but maybe you could take me to the library so I can see it. I’d like to let my eyes feast on Judith’s work of art as soon as I can.”

      I looked at Rose and her nod told me she agreed. “That’s a wonderful idea,” I said. “We’ll pick you up at ten when the library opens.” I managed to drink some of my tea now that I didn’t have debtor’s prison facing me.

      “Speaking of Judith, is there any more news on the murder?” Alice asked. A shadow passed across her face.

      “I’m not sure if I told you about the young man who delivered the champagne to Sue Ellen’s house,” I said, happy she’d just given me the opening I needed to get more information.

      Alice shook her head.

      “So, Johnny Wilker showed up at the diner yesterday morning asking me about finding the body. It was weird, and he was quite nervous. Detective Crenshaw arrived out of the blue, and Johnny ran away.”

      Alice looked at me over the top of her bifocals. “Really? What a foolish thing to do.”

      “Well, the police caught up with him, and it turns out, he had a valuable coin from Sue Ellen’s collection. Although, even with that incriminating piece of evidence in Johnny’s pocket, it only proved he stole something. I’m not convinced he was a killer, too.”

      Alice turned her head to gaze out the window toward Sue Ellen’s house. “That reminds me. I saw something odd the other day.”

      My gaze followed Alice’s finger. “Right there,” she said, revealing a clear view of Sue Ellen’s house. For the first time, I noticed a few people walking on the bicycle trail in the back of the house. “Odd in what way?”

      She returned her attention to me. “My daughter bought me binoculars because I’d heard the pileated woodpecker and she thought I might get a chance to see it more clearly if it landed in one of the trees out here.”

      “That was thoughtful.” I wondered how this connected to Sue Ellen’s house, but I had no choice but to humor Alice and let her tell her story. In her way. At her speed.

      She handed the binoculars to me. “Try them out and tell me what you think.”

      I shifted to a chair next to Alice to have a similar perspective. I adjusted the binoculars to my eyes and scanned the trees. Seeing nothing, I adjusted the focus to a couple walking on the bicycle trail. “They certainly give a clear image with plenty of detail. I can even see the faces of the people on the trail.”

      “Yes,” Alice said, newly energized. “And that’s exactly where I saw something that in hindsight could be relevant. You know how the police always say someone might know something and not even realize it’s important?”

      “What did you see, Alice?” My pulse ramped up a notch. Alice, after all, had a front row seat to the happenings at Sue Ellen’s house and on the bicycle trail.

      “It’s probably nothing but I can’t shake the image.”

      I waited, trying not to rush Alice’s story.

      She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. “I saw a man dressed all in black. Black pants, shirt, boots, and even black hair. I guess that’s what intrigued me. Why would anyone dress like that on such a warm summer day? Anyway, while I had him in focus, he approached a young man coming toward him, pointing his finger and saying something. I couldn’t hear them, of course, but from the worried expression on the young man’s face, I don’t think it was a friendly how-are-you-doing-today, type of conversation.”

      “Do you remember anything in particular about the young man?”

      “There’s a lot of activity on that trail but those two stuck out. He had on a t-shirt with the Misty Harbor Spirits logo. Do you think he works there?”

      My pulse quickened. Did Alice see two people conspiring to commit a crime? Or worse? “Maybe. When did you see them arguing?”

      She touched her finger to her lips. “My daughter brought the binoculars over Thursday evening. It had to be Friday when I first tried them out after I finished my lunch. That would put the time between twelve-thirty and one, I guess.” She leaned forward. “You know, now that I’m talking about it, I think it might have been the same man I saw knocking on Sue Ellen’s door at three and again at four that same day.” She picked up a notebook next to her chair and flipped through a few pages. “Yes. I should have put this together earlier, but it completely slipped my mind when the police showed up.”

      “I don’t know what it means,” I said. “But I agree with you that it’s odd. From your description, the young man could be Johnny Wilker. We know he was in Sue Ellen’s house around five on Friday delivering champagne, and the other man could be Rudy Genova. It does sound like the same person you described seeing knock on Sue Ellen’s door. As far as we know, Judith was inside all afternoon.”

      “Oh my.” Alice’s expression changed from curious to worried. “Do you think I saw the killer? Maybe twice?”

      “I don’t know, Alice. Just to be on the safe side, be sure to lock your doors.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      When we returned to Sea Breeze, a selection of bagels, cream cheese, and a variety of jams greeted us, set out on the kitchen table.

      “Surprise!” Lily shouted when we entered. “Where have you already been off to so early?”

      “What are you doing here?” I said, giving her a hug for the goodies. “Are you hiding from Maggie still?”

      Lily shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it hiding, but she’s kind of high maintenance, I can only take her for short stretches when it’s just the two of us. So, where did you go?”

      “A quick visit with Alice Cross to tell her about the auction.”

      Lily poured coffee and handed one to me. “Was she happy with the quilt price?”

      “Happy? She didn’t care about the price; she just can’t wait to see the quilt. After breakfast, we’re picking her up to take her to the library.”

      I bit into my bagel, ready to say more, but a knock on the door interrupted our conversation. Pip yapped and charged the door with Rose following. “Shush, Pip, I’m moving as fast as I can.”

      “Come on in, Maggie.” I heard Rose say.

      I had to cover my mouth when I looked at Lily. If I started laughing, we’d both end up in a giggling heap. “At least she’s diluted,” I whispered.

      “We still have coffee and bagels if you’re hungry,” Rose offered when they came into the kitchen, then narrowed her eyes at me. “Unless Dani inhaled the last of everything.”

      “Not me,” I said, waving hello to Maggie, “but Pip had her eye on the last bagel. If you don’t mind a little terrier slobber, it’s all yours.” I laughed and pushed the plate in front of an empty place at the table. “What brings you here this morning? Besides the fact that we’re such wonderful company.” I kept my eyes on Maggie and away from Lily.

      “I can’t dispute that last comment.” Maggie poured herself coffee. “I do have some news I’ve been dying to share.” Her eyes twinkled when she made herself comfortable on the chair in front of the bagel. “You won’t believe what my research uncovered,” she said, biting into the bagel she had slathered with cream cheese.

      “Spit it out Maggie. Don’t keep us on the edge of our seats,” I said, dying to hear what she’d discovered. “Besides, I have some information, too.” I settled back in my chair, confident that my bit of information about what Alice saw would shock Maggie.

      “Rudy has a twin brother.” The edges of Maggie’s lips twitched up in a satisfied grin. “Bet you didn’t see that coming.”

      I leaned forward and slapped both hands on the table. “You’ve got to be kidding.” My head just about did a 360 spin with that revelation. All thoughts of what I’d been planning to share flew from my brain. “If he’s in town that means it could have been Rudy’s brother at Sue Ellen’s front door at three o’clock and Rudy there at four like he has insisted. Maybe Rudy wasn’t lying after all.”

      “The way it looks to me,” Maggie continued, “Rudy is the law-abiding brother and his twin isn’t known to follow the rules … or the law, for that matter. He has a record for petty larceny. My theory is that once he got wind of Rudy’s job and Sue Ellen’s coins, he concocted a plan to make it look like Rudy was the thief. He must have assumed all along that Rudy had an alibi working with Sue Ellen on the video for the auction.”

      “Only it turned out to be a weak alibi,” I added.

      “Maybe. Rudy couldn’t be in two places at the same time, but with a twin brother, it would appear to be the case. I still need to talk to shop owners to track Rudy’s movements, but now I have more reason to believe his story.” Maggie sipped her coffee. “So, Dani, what did you discover?”

      “Something interesting and with your discovery, everything makes a bit more sense now. Rose and I visited Alice Cross, Sue Ellen’s neighbor.”

      “Right. The old lady that said she saw someone who looked like Rudy at Sue Ellen’s door at three and four o’clock on Friday.”

      “Exactly. Well, Rose is friends with Alice and to make a long story short, we were there this morning and she remembered seeing two people arguing on the bicycle trail behind Sue Ellen’s house. On Friday,” I added. “From her description, it sounded like one person was Rudy and the other could have been Johnny from the liquor store.”

      “Johnny who ran from AJ and had Sue Ellen’s coin?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes, that Johnny. I thought it was another indication of Rudy lying about his whereabouts during the timeframe leading up to Judith’s murder. But now I wonder if Alice saw his twin brother dressed in black to mimic the way Rudy dresses.”

      “I’d like to talk to Alice about this,” Maggie said, staring pensively out the window at the tumbling waves and soaring sea birds.

      “Dani promised to pick her up and bring her to the library to see the quilt. You could come along,” Rose said. “For eighty-five, Alice is amazing. We’ve known each other for a long time, and she knows everyone in town.”

      “Eighty-five? How’s her eyesight?” Maggie sounded skeptical of this potential witness.

      “She was using binoculars.” I said.

      Both Maggie and Lily burst out laughing. Lily sputtered, “Alice is a peeping Tom? I would never have suspected that.”

      I felt my jaw drop. “Oh, come on! Alice’s daughter gave her binoculars so she could look at the birds. I’d say it’s fortunate she was using those binoculars when she did.” I pushed myself up from the table and walked to the window, drawn in as Maggie was by the beach scene along Blueberry Bay. I sipped my coffee, sinking deep into thought about what Maggie’s revelation about Rudy’s twin brother could mean. I turned around and asked her, “What do you think Johnny was doing on the bicycle trail?”

      “I’ll leave that up in the air until after I talk to Alice”. Then Maggie threw the conversation back to me. “I’m sensing you have a thought, though.”

      And, of course, I did. “If Rudy’s brother came to town with the intent of stealing Sue Ellen’s coins, and he went looking for an accomplice, it wouldn’t be hard to find out who was making deliveries to Sue Ellen’s house. If he contacted Johnny and offered him money to either steal the dime or help get him inside, I think Johnny could be easily bribed.”

      Maggie nodded. “You’re thinking that Johnny and the twin brother met on the bicycle trail and planned something.”

      “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m thinking.”

      Rose stacked the dishes and carried them to the sink. “So, you have theft and a murder,” she said. “Do you think they’re connected?”

      “Rudy’s brother may not have come to town with the intention of killing anyone, but plans have a nasty habit of taking on a life of their own,” I said. “Don’t you think that the most likely explanation is that a theft went horribly wrong?”

      Rose nodded. “Yes, but—”

      I threw my arms in the air. “Really, Rose? You think there’s another explanation?”

      “Hear her out, Dani,” Maggie said. “Everyone interprets the information in different ways and it’s only smart to consider every possibility.”

      I flopped back into my chair. “Okay. I’m all ears.”

      “I hope those ears are open,” Rose said. Unfortunately, she knew my stubborn streak when I thought I had all the answers. “Here’s the problem I see with a neat and tidy theft gone wrong theory. I think Johnny would have panicked and left if he went in to steal the coin and found Judith there. I don’t believe he would have killed her. Why? For a few dollars? I think he stole the dime after Judith was already dead. But he didn’t know it because she was already rolled up in that rug.”

      “So,” I mused, “Rudy’s brother went in at three when Alice saw him at the front door?”

      Rose laid out her theory. “He could have pretended to leave, parked somewhere else and hiked back to the house and gone in through the back door. Judith saw him, they argued, they struggled, and accidentally pulled the quilt down. Judith died during the struggle.”

      “Don’t forget the hollowed-out book found rolled up in the rug with Judith.” I said.

      “I’m not sure how to explain that except maybe Judith had sticky fingers, too, or she decided at the last minute to hide the coins before the crowd arrived for the auction. She was the detail person, after all. At any rate, Rudy’s brother freaked out, rolled Judith’s body in the rug, but by then, Rudy was knocking on the door, so his twin brother had to get out before he was seen.”

      Maggie sat in her chair nodding. “That all fits together if Rudy’s brother is in fact in town. One thing for sure … Rudy has some explaining to do.”

      I scooped up my bag and car keys. “Are you all coming with me to pick up Alice and head to the library?”

      Maggie stood and drained the last of her coffee. “I’d love to, but duty calls. I have a meeting with my to-do list. Fill me in later.”

      “I’d love to, but I think I’ll spend the morning at the diner getting ahead for the week,” Lily said. “After I tidy up this mess.”

      “Ready, Rose?”

      “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”

      “Let’s go before Alice thinks we’ve forgotten her.”

      “With you, Pip, Alice, and me, going,” Rose said, “we’d better take my car. “I’ll drive.”

      She had a point. Unfortunately.
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      Alice sat in her chair ready for us when we arrived. “Your chariot awaits,” I told her. “I was hoping to find a handsome chauffer, but Rose was the only one available today since Pip doesn’t have her license yet.”

      Rose jabbed me with her elbow, but I did see the edge of her lips twitch. I knew she’d get me back at some point.

      Alice grinned. “This day is so exciting. Even if I have to trust my life with Rose driving.”

      I laughed out loud, liking this woman more each time I saw her. Sue Ellen had her pegged all wrong.

      Alice, with my help, made it to the passenger door of Rose’s Cadillac. Rose stood to one side holding the door open. She held Alice’s arm and helped her slide into the seat. “Ready for an adventure, my friend?”

      “Oh, Rose, you always know exactly what to say to make me tingle with anticipation.” Alice’s blue eyes sparkled with delight. “Being with the two of you promises to be the makings for an unforgettable day.”

      With Alice buckled in the front seat, and me in the back with Pip, Rose backed out of the driveway. “Off to the library where anyone can find an exciting adventure.”

      “My daughter called just before you arrived and I told her about the quilt,” Alice said. “She didn’t actually say anything, but her silence told me she thought I must have lost my mind. I didn’t know she was planning to go to the auction. Now, she knows how much money I spent.” She laughed it away. “She’s such a tight wad.”

      “I hope you’re happy with it after I spent so much of your money,” I said, still feeling uncomfortable about the whole situation. I was a little nervous. Even though I found the bidding exciting, spending someone else’s money, and so much of it, was a burden I didn’t take lightly. I caught Rose’s eye in the rear-view mirror. She winked. Was she signaling for me to stop worrying? Probably.

      Alice turned to look at me. “Just the thought of that quilt hanging in my living room makes me happy. I can’t imagine the thrill I’ll feel when it’s actually there where I can look at it every single day. Besides, the money goes to a cause close to my heart—the library. What better way to spend my money?” She flipped her hand through the air. “I can’t take it with me.”

      She must have seen the shocked expression on my face because she chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. I expect to get years of enjoyment from my quilt.”

      Rose parked her big Cadillac right in front of the library. When we climbed the handicap ramp and got to the big double doors, I told Alice to close her eyes. “And, no peeking.”

      With Rose on one side of Alice, and me on the other, we guided her into the library. Once in position in front of the quilt, I said, “Okay. Open your eyes.”

      I held my breath. What if she didn’t like it?

      Alice gasped. Her hand went to her chest. “Oh my.” Her voice came out in barely a whisper. “The colors are just how you described them, Dani. The blue of Blueberry Bay shimmers and all the shops on Main Street are exactly how I imagine them. And, look,” She pointed to the top corner. “The Kitty Point Lighthouse watching over us all, like the beacon it is.” Alice stood silently staring at her newly purchased work of art. “Poor Judith. I’m proud to have stewardship of her legacy. Someday, Rose, I want it to hang in Sea Breeze.”

      Rose wrapped her arms around her friend and hugged her close. Alice patted Rose’s back. “That way you can think of me as still being part of Misty Harbor every time you look at the quilt.”

      “Mrs. Cross?”

      Alice turned away from us. “Barry Manning?”

      Barry grinned. “You remember me?”

      “Of course, I do. I never forget a face. And I never forget the student who achieved the top spot for the best excuses of why he was late to class or why he had to leave early.” She reached her hand out to touch Barry. “I’m so sorry about Judith. She was such a sweet woman.”

      Barry’s face turned serious. “Yes, she was. Thank you.”

      “Barry, I’m surprised you didn’t try to win the bid for this beautiful quilt. That way you’d have a piece of Judith with you forever.” Alice tilted her head. She held Barry’s gaze as a frustrated schoolteacher showing her dissatisfaction with a naughty student.

      It was a valid comment. If Barry was truly upset, wouldn’t he want to have Judith’s work of art?

      The muscles on Barry’s jaw clenched. “It was good to see you, Mrs. Cross. I’m sure Judith would be pleased to know you’ll be enjoying her quilt. I’m more of a sculpture kind of guy or old pieces of art that have history attached.” He shrugged. “Judith understood that.”

      “I think you hit a nerve,” I said to Alice after Barry disappeared.

      “He always was too sensitive to perceived criticism. Maybe it’s a guilty conscience for how he treated Judith, and now he can’t right his wrongs. I don’t know and I don’t care. I was never fond of Barry when he was my student.” Alice leaned against me. “Can you help me sit down? My legs are tired.”

      I pulled a chair across the carpeted room and placed it so Alice could still admire her quilt. “There you go. Do you want to stay for a while?”

      “If it’s okay with you and Rose, I would enjoy staying for a bit longer. The library has that calming aura and all the books surrounding me gives me chills.”

      “We can stay as long as you like.” Rose patted her shoulder. “I’ll get another chair and sit here with you.”

      “You’re getting the royal treatment, Alice.” I said.

      “Who’s getting the royal treatment?” Sue Ellen’s loud voice boomed through the room. She swept through the door with her red skirt swirling behind her and Rudy trying to keep up. “Alice Cross. Dani must be talking about you. All you need is a tiara.”

      I whispered in Alice’s ear. “I could probably arrange that.”

      Alice beamed up at me.

      “So,” Sue Ellen continued. “What do you think of the quilt?”

      Alice’s eyes got misty. “More beautiful than I imagined. I’m still in a bit of shock that Dani’s bid won it for me.”

      “You? You’re the mystery winner? Bless your heart.” Sue Ellen motioned for Rudy to come over. “Hurry up, Rudy. I need some shots of the mystery winner with the quilt and maybe you could share some memories about Misty Harbor.” She turned toward Rudy. “How does that sound?”

      “Great. I’ll get my equipment.” He held his phone to his ear as he left the room.

      “Who is that?” Alice asked.

      “Oh, he’s my brilliant videographer, Rudy Genova. You’ll love him, Alice. He’s making a video about my auction for the town website. And, now, you’ll be the star right alongside Judith’s quilt.” Sue Ellen swept her arms through the air in a big show of grandeur. “I’d better skedaddle and help Rudy carry some equipment in, or, at least, I can hold the door.”

      She started toward the door but stopped and turned back with another question. “Rose, could Rudy and I meet with you to get your opinion on what he has videotaped so far?”

      “How about this afternoon at my office?” Rose suggested.

      Sue Ellen gave two thumbs up and scurried off in a whirlwind.”

      Alice said with a deep, envious sigh, “I admire what Sue Ellen does with all her charity work but, my goodness, where does she get all that energy?”

      I chuckled. “Did that guy Rudy look familiar to you, Alice?”

      She cocked her head and pursed her lips. “Well, now that you mention it, he was dressed like the guy I saw on the bicycle trail on Friday. But this guy, Rudy, is right-handed. I’m sure I saw the other one jab his finger at the younger man with his left hand. Could they be twins?”

      “That’s a strong possibility, Alice, and it adds an interesting twist to the mystery in town.”
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      Rose stopped at the Little Dog Diner, offering to treat Alice to whatever Lily was busy making. I had no objection to that detour. My stomach was ready for pretty much anything.

      “The diner says closed.” Alice sounded so disappointed when Rose pulled the Cadillac in front. “What now?”

      Rose turned in her seat to face Alice and grinned. “Closed to everyone but the owners and their guest. Do you want tea and a snack or would you rather I take you home?”

      “First, I delighted in a front row viewing of my fabulous new quilt and now you two are treating me to a private serving of tea and pastries? What more could a girl want?” Alice beamed with happiness. “I suppose if I had a magic wand, I might wish to be a few years younger, but I won’t get greedy.”

      I helped her out of the front seat and up the walk. Pip led the way and wiggled inside when Rose unlocked the door. “Lily? Are you still here?”

      The yeasty smell of warm bread assaulted my senses, so I knew Lily wasn’t far away. “I had a feeling you would stop in,” she answered as she dried her hands on her apron. “I’ve got blueberry muffins cooling. Come on over to the counter and I’ll fix you all up.”

      While Lily served the muffins, I made a carafe of tea and brought that to the counter.

      “Now, Dani, tell me more about that man, Rudy. If he has a twin, how does he tie in with Judith’s murder?”

      I sat on the stool and twirled back and forth like a little kid. Something I could do while we were closed for business. “If the person you saw was Rudy’s twin, and the other man was Johnny, who works at the liquor store, the connection is the coin Johnny stole from Sue Ellen’s house.”

      “Oh? I do recall that Judith told me Sue Ellen has quite a collection of coins. She doesn’t keep them out when people are coming and going in her house, does she?”

      “It seems that she does and did on the day Judith was murdered.”

      I turned at the sound of knocking on the diner door. “I should have closed the curtain,” I mumbled when I saw Maggie with her hands cupped around her face peering inside.

      “Let her in,” Rose said. “Maybe she has some information.”

      I opened the door and made sure to close the curtain after she entered so we wouldn’t get inundated with hungry customers.

      Maggie didn’t bother to wait for an invitation before she slid onto the stool where I’d been sitting. She picked up the muffin. “This looks delicious.” She took a bite, leaving me to sit on the other side of Alice. With no muffin. And no tea.

      Maggie leaned forward so she could see around Rose to Alice. “Good to see you again. I hear you spied something interesting through your binoculars.”

      “I did. Dani thinks it could be connected to Judith’s murder, too. Imagine that. Little old Alice Cross sitting and minding my own business and the murderer walks right in front of my binoculars. It’s kind of exciting.”

      “Don’t get too far ahead of yourself. If what Dani told me you saw—Rudy’s twin brother and Johnny—they could be connected, but we have no proof yet that either one is the murderer.” Maggie finished my muffin and sipped my tea without even a thanks. She leaned an elbow on the counter and looked down the counter at me. “AJ did share a tidbit with me.”

      “That is news,” I said. “I expected AJ to run you out of town instead of sharing notes with you.”

      “What can I say? My charm is irresistible.” Maggie grinned. On anyone else it would look arrogant, but Maggie pulled it off in an appealing sort of way.

      “You told him that Rudy has a twin brother and what Alice saw, didn’t you?”

      “That did help to break the ice.” Maggie shrugged. “I mean, we all want the same thing—to catch Judith’s killer.”

      “What’s the tidbit?” I asked.

      “Johnny is scared to death and he’s talking up a blue streak. He insists that he doesn’t know the name of the guy who offered to pay him to steal that coin. But with what you saw, Alice, Johnny’s linked to a guy who dresses in black. It could be Rudy, or it could be his twin brother.”

      “It’s his twin brother,” Alice stated as if this was an indisputable fact. She helped herself to the last bite of her blueberry muffin and daintily dabbed crumbs from her lips, smiling with satisfaction.

      Maggie looked at me with both eyebrows raised. “Okay. What am I missing?”

      It was my turn to grin while I waited for Alice to tease out her information.

      “You didn’t miss anything, dear. I happened to notice something critical about the man arguing with Johnny.”

      “And that is?” Maggie rolled her hand in a circular motion encouraging Alice to get to the point of her comment.

      She was having too much fun making Maggie sweat for the information.

      “You young people are all alike—no patience for enjoying the important things in life.” Alice sipped her tea.

      Maggie scratched her neck. Her lack of patience more than evident as she had no choice but to wait for Alice to finish her story at her pace.

      “So, Maggie, what can you tell me about Rudy?” Alice asked when she was good and ready.

      Maggie stretched out her legs and slouched on the stool. “He came to town to make a video for Sue Ellen and on the side, he’s helping Rose with her website. He dresses in black from his hair to his boots. He’s about five foot seven, a hundred eighty pounds, and collects coins.”

      “Is he left-handed or right-handed?” Alice locked her gaze on Maggie’s face.

      Maggie shrugged. “No idea.”

      Alice grinned. “But that’s the important detail, dear.”

      A furrow formed between Maggie’s eyebrows. I hid a laugh behind my fingers and Rose clamped her lips together.

      “What’s going on here?” Maggie asked. The frustration in her voice was obvious.

      “I believe that Rudy is right-handed. The man I saw talking to Johnny jabbed his left finger in Johnny’s face, then, still using his left hand, he pulled something out of his pocket and tossed it to Johnny. I’d say, without any doubt, that the man I saw was Rudy’s twin brother. Find him and you may have the murderer.” Alice finished her tea and sat with her hands clasped together, obviously tickled pink that she’d been able to help move the investigation along.

      “I’ll be a son of a motherless goat,” Maggie mumbled. “Your attention to detail is amazing, Alice. Were you an investigator in a previous life?”

      Alice laughed heartily. “No, I was a teacher but that’s something like being an investigator. Only harder. I learned to keep my eyes open and not miss a single detail, no matter how small. Staying one step ahead of the kids kept them on their toes.”

      Maggie grimaced. “I wonder how I would have fared in your class, Alice. Did you have any particularly troublesome students?”

      “You would have done just fine. I can see concern and a good nature in your eyes.” She reached in front of Rose and patted Maggie’s hand. “I’d bet that you were the teacher’s pet.”

      I laughed when a pink blush crept into Maggie’s cheeks. “You wowed the teachers with that magic charm of yours?” I asked.

      “I tried. This conversation isn’t headed in a good direction,” Maggie said and let out an embarrassed laugh. “Let’s get away from me and get back to your troublesome students, Alice,” she said.

      “Yes, I had to have eyes in the back of my head to keep Barry in line. He always had some scheme up his sleeve, but he never got away with anything in my class.”

      “Barry,” Maggie said more to herself. “He’s a history professor. I wonder if there could be a connection between Barry and Sue Ellen’s old coin collection.”

      “With him living next door to Sue Ellen and their contentious relationship with Judith in the middle, I suggest we dig into his background. Might be nothing, might be something,”

      Rose slid the empty plates toward Lily on the far side of the counter. “Barry has an alibi. He was at the library when Judith was murdered.”

      “I know, I talked to the librarian and she confirmed that Barry arrived a little after one, settled in with his computer and a big stack of books, and left after five-thirty.” Maggie swiveled on the stool and stood up. “But he could have been working with someone else. Maybe he knows Rudy’s twin brother. They sound like they could be two similar types.”

      “This is all fascinating,” Alice said, “and I’ve had an absolutely thrilling morning, but all the excitement has tired me out. I think I need to get home and rest.”

      I jumped up. “Of course. Ready, Rose? We’ll take you home now.”

      “Do you have anything I could buy since I’m here? My sweet tooth is craving chocolate. For later, of course.” Alice smiled at Lily.

      Rose helped Alice off the stool. “Pack her up some of your brownies, Dani, while Alice and I start out to the car.”

      “You’re such a dear, Rose. All this fun makes me feel like I’m twenty again.”

      “It’s all about how you feel, Alice.” Rose looped her arm through Alice’s and walked to the door.

      “Yes, I think you’re right about that. I feel like this day gave me enough joy to last until my quilt is hanging in my living room. And you know what else I’m feeling?” She turned her head and looked into Rose’s face. “I feel that Judith’s murderer will be found.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said before I went to the pastry case and put a half dozen chocolate-covered brownies in a bag for Alice and another half dozen to take back to Sea Breeze. Talking about chocolate got my own sweet tooth craving something.

      “Can’t stay away even when we’re closed?” Lily asked with a grin on her face.

      “My home away from home,” I said. It was true. I loved the Little Dog Diner—the charm, the view of Main Street and glimpses of Blueberry Bay, and the sweet aromas.

      “And I see you’re stocking up on those brownies. They’ve been selling like hot cakes since Friday. Good thing I made more.”

      “I know Sue Ellen loves them.” I held my bag up. “These are for Rose. Who else bought some?”

      Lily gave me a knowing glance. “Rose? Sure, if you say so.” Her lips curled up in a playful smirk. Then she answered my question. “Rudy bought some on Friday, but when he stopped in the next day and I asked him if he wanted more, he said he hated chocolate. Isn’t that weird?”

      “It’s not weird if it was his twin that came in one of those times. I’ll guess that whichever one hates chocolate isn’t the killer.”

      “I never considered that possibility,” Lily said, wary now.

      “I think that’s what Rudy’s twin brother is counting on. But with a couple of little differences popping up, like one loving chocolate and the other one hating chocolate and one is right-handed, and one is left-handed, the walls might be closing in on Rudy’s twin brother.”

      “The twin is banking on the fact that he can commit a crime and Rudy gets the blame? That’s quite some brotherly love going on.”

      “Either that or Rudy has an elaborate scheme in place to add some valuable coins to his collection.”

      “Is it connected to the murder?” Lily asked. She had started clearing away the dishes from our little tea party.

      “Maybe. I want to talk to Rudy and pin him down about his brother.”

      “Be careful,” Lily said. “Don’t put yourself in any danger.”

      “We’re taking Alice home now. Later Sue Ellen and Rudy want to meet Rose in her office to talk about what he’s filmed so far.” I hefted my bag up. Pip ran in a circle after her tail. “Someone’s getting bored.”

      Lily laughed. “You’d better get going before Rose leaves without you. You know she has the patience of a flea.

      I hurried outside thinking through the information about Rudy having a twin.

      I wondered about Rudy’s reaction when I asked him about that brother.
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      Just as I was about to get into Rose’s Cadillac, Sue Ellen pulled into the driveway of the Blueberry Bay Grapevine. With Rudy in the passenger seat.

      I tapped on Rose’s driver side window. “What do you want to do about them?” I nodded toward Sue Ellen.

      “They’re early. I said to meet us after lunch.” She opened her door. “I’d better see what’s going on. Can you drop Alice off and then come back here?”

      “Sure.” Rose slipped out, Pip jumped in, and I sat in the driver seat, adjusting the seat for my shorter legs. I put my bag of brownies on the back seat so Pip wouldn’t be tempted.

      “Rose didn’t sound too happy,” Alice said as I pulled onto Main Street.

      “She doesn’t like to change her plans but don’t worry,” I patted Alice’s arm, “Sue Ellen is no match for Rose.”

      “Not many people in town are. I’ve known your grandmother for decades, and I have to say, she’s about the only person I can count on to speak the truth one hundred percent of the time. She doesn’t care if it will hurt someone’s feelings. Oh, don’t get me wrong, Dani, she delivers her words tactfully.”

      “Usually,” I muttered.

      Alice laughed. “I guess I’m speaking to the choir. You live with her, so you know many more of her quirks than anyone else.”

      “The good, the bad, and the ugly,” I joked. “Actually, she’s an amazing woman, and I can only hope to learn from her over time.”

      “She’s proud of you, too, Dani. Rose and I don’t see so much of each other as we used to, but she always brags about you … but you didn’t hear that from me.”

      That comment made me choke up to the point I didn’t dare say anything else. Alice kept her head turned to the view passing by. I kept my eyes on the road ahead and Pip, between us, kept her front feet on the dashboard. I guess that was her favorite position as a four-legged passenger.

      I helped Alice inside, got her settled in her comfy window-watching seat, and made sure her bag of brownies was an easy reach for her.

      “Could you do one thing for me before you leave?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Could you fill my teapot so I can enjoy tea with a brownie?”

      I chuckled. “No problem.” I puttered in her kitchen, turning the teakettle on and searching until I found her stash of teabags. “Black tea?”

      “Yes, dear. That would be lovely with a bit of sugar.”

      When I returned with the teapot, Alice was looking out her window with her binoculars. “Anything interesting?” I asked.

      “There’s always something interesting whether it’s a pretty bird singing his heart out or people walking or biking on the trail.” She put the binoculars down. “Thank you, Dani. I’m sure you’re eager to get back to find out what Sue Ellen wants.” She patted Pip before I let us out.

      I scanned the area before I slipped back into Rose’s car. It seemed like a quiet street for the most part. If anything unusual happened, Alice was sure to see it.

      It was a quick trip back to Rose. I opened the car door and when Pip jumped out, she ran straight to the Blueberry Bay Grapevine door.

      With my bag slung over my shoulder, I followed Pip and opened Rose’s office door. Rudy’s booming voice and Rose’s angry response gave me pause. Maybe this wasn’t a good time to intrude.

      My hesitation lasted for less than a second before I decided that Rose could use my support to balance Rudy’s ideas for the video. I hoped I could offer a fresh perspective to get the project back on track.

      “Rose?” I said hoping to temper the argument.

      “You’re just in time. Rudy is leaving.” Rose’s irritated voice bounced off the walls.

      This didn’t bode well for Rose’s big plans for a video on her website.

      “Don’t leave yet, Rudy. I brought some of Lily’s chocolate covered brownies. Don’t you want one?” I held out the open bag.

      Rudy pushed the bag aside. “I hate chocolate.”

      I tipped my head. “Really? Lily told me you came into the café and raved about these.” I pushed the bag closer and watched carefully, wondering how Rudy would cover over this problem.

      Rudy’s eyes widened. He looked first at Rose and then me. “She must have been mistaken.”

      “Come on Rudy. You have a distinctive appearance all dressed in black. Lily has a sharp eye for the Little Dog Diner customers and their preferences. There’s zero chance she got it wrong.” I sat on the arm of one of the upholstered chairs in Rose’s office and felt Rose’s eyes on me, but I didn’t take my own eyes off of Rudy.

      Rudy looked away.

      I waited, letting the awkward silence weigh on him.

      “That fool,” he muttered.

      “What fool, Rudy?”

      “My twin brother. He always messes everything up. I didn’t even know he was in town.”

      “But you suspected it didn’t you?”

      Rudy’s silence hung in the air. A faucet dripped in the bathroom marking the seconds.

      I waited.

      Rudy squirmed.

      Rose slapped her hand on her desk. “What is going on? When you come into my office, you’d better be prepared to give me the scoop and I mean both of you.”

      I loved how Rose played the innocent bystander. It was the perfect foil to my aggressive questions.

      Rudy let out a big exhale of air. He sat down drumming his fingers over and over on the wooden arm of his chair. “It’s not like I tried to keep the fact that I have a twin brother a secret. I came here to make a video. I never suspected he followed me to your house, Sue Ellen. Until your neighbor insisted she saw me knock on the door at three o’clock on Friday. It wasn’t me. But, you’re right, Dani, I suspected it was my brother, Robby, and I’ve had a knot in my stomach ever since.”

      “Did you wonder what he was doing at Sue Ellen’s house?”

      “At first I thought he was looking for me, but once the details of the theft and murder came out, I couldn’t help but worry that Robby might be involved.”

      “And yet you remained silent.” I was filled with a wave of disgust. “Here the police were, searching for information about Judith’s murder, and you didn’t say a word.”

      “He’s my brother! Wouldn’t you try to protect someone you love?” Rudy rubbed his neck and ran his fingers through his hair, making it stick out in a crazy mess. It was obvious that the whole ordeal challenged his loyalty.

      Would I? I wondered. Probably. The big difference in my case was that I was confident that I’d never be in a situation to make a decision to hide criminal activity.

      “What were you protecting him from, Rudy?” Sue Ellen asked, her voice calm and gentle, which was a huge surprise in this situation. Maybe she was in shock.

      “He knew about your coins. Stupidly, I’d mentioned seeing the collection the first time I was at your house. I thought he might have come to try to steal them.”

      “And something went wrong?” I asked. This was important. Not just the who went to Sue Ellen’s house, but the why.

      “Robby’s not a killer. He wouldn’t hurt anyone. He’s got a record for stealing but not anything even remotely connected to violence,” Rudy insisted.

      “What if he didn’t know Judith was inside and she surprised him? It could have been an accident, he panicked, and he tried to hide her body.” I paused. “Does your brother like chocolate?”

      Both Rudy and Sue Ellen wrinkled their eyebrows in confusion. “What kind of question is that?” he asked.

      “Just tell me. You hate chocolate, what about your brother?”

      “As a matter of fact, he loves chocolate.”

      “Good. That gives you an alibi.”

      “What do I need an alibi for? I never even went inside Sue Ellen’s house on Friday.”

      “We found chocolate smeared on the rug used to hide Judith’s body. Someone that fits your description bought brownies at the Little Dog Diner on Friday. Since you hate chocolate, it had to be your brother. He was seen talking to Johnny, buying chocolate, and knocking on Sue Ellen’s door. He was up to something. Do you know where he is now?”

      Rudy shook his head and sagged in defeat. “I try to protect him. I’m the older brother, even if only by minutes. But sometimes Robby is his own worst enemy.”

      The office door opened, and AJ walked inside. “Dani? I found Pip waiting at the front door.” She made a beeline to the water bowl, slobbering more water on the floor than in her mouth.

      AJ surveyed the room, his gaze stopping on Rudy. “My lucky day. I came to the right place,” he said. “You’re just the man I’m looking for.” With his feet spaced apart and his hands on his hips, he displayed all the authority of his badge. “Rudy, I’ve got a witness who described you as the mastermind behind the coin theft. Where were you at one o’clock Friday afternoon?”

      Rudy’s eyes opened wide. “At one? That’s when I left Sea Breeze. I had just finished helping Rose with her video plans.”

      “Is that right, Rose?”

      “That it is, AJ,” she said.

      “And Lily is positive that you were at the Little Dog Diner buying brownies on Friday.”

      “It wasn’t me.”

      “What are you trying to tell me?”

      Rudy looked at me, his twitching eye and trembling lips told me all I need to know about his state of nerves. Maggie had already told AJ about Rudy’s brother and if he lied now, it would only make a bigger problem for him. Fortunately, he said the right thing. “It could have been my twin brother.”

      “Twin brother? Sure.” AJ said sarcastically, sounding like he’d heard that excuse before.

      “It’s true,” I said in Rudy’s defense. “Maggie confirmed it.”

      AJ’s face transformed into a mix of shock and anger. “You didn’t think to share this earlier?” His jaw muscles clenched. “So, that’s how it appeared that you’ve been in two places at the same time. Your brother is the one who knocked on Sue Ellen’s door at three o’clock?”

      “I think so, sir.”

      AJ looked to the side for a moment, perhaps to calm himself down after Rudy’s blockbuster revelation. I’m sure he was counting all the man-hours he wasted searching for a phantom killer. “Where is this brother of yours? It sounds like an excuse, and I’m going to need some proof.”

      “I don’t know where he is. I haven’t seen him.” Rudy slumped in the chair. He looked drained and worried. I suspected that his twin brother had put him in this position before, but I admired his loyalty to that brother who created problems for Rudy. And this problem was more like a nightmare.

      AJ thought for a moment. “I’d like you to come to the police station with me. Knowing where you are, will make it easier to know it’s your brother when, and if, he shows his face somewhere. If he is the coin thief mastermind, don’t you think he’ll try to connect with Johnny and get what he came here for?”

      “Probably.”

      “You’d better hope he turns up so he can answer some questions, otherwise it leaves you in the hot seat.”

      “But, Detective,” Sue Ellen sputtered, “Rudy and I have work to do at the library. Couldn’t you just leave him with me?”

      I saw him roll his eyes before he said, “I’ll think about your suggestion, Sue Ellen.”

      As Rudy followed AJ out, I heard Rudy insist again that his brother was not a violent person. “Even if he tried to find help to steal that coin, he would never hurt anyone. He can’t even kill a pesky mosquito.”

      “People don’t always behave how we expect them to,” AJ replied before the door closed.

      I had to agree with that comment. How well did you ever know what someone else would do in any given situation? Especially if that someone was staring at a body.
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      I left Rose in her office and drove to Sue Ellen’s house to make a quick pickup of the aprons I’d left on Friday when we delivered the desserts. It wasn’t a huge deal, but Sue Ellen certainly didn’t need them.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of Rudy and his twin brother. Were they working together to steal from Sue Ellen or was Robby scheming on his own? AJ would have to sort that out.

      So far, Johnny was the only person besides Sue Ellen, who admitted to being in the house around the time Judith was murdered.

      The details were all jumbled, and I had the feeling that there was another clue just at the edge of all this information. Too many questions swirled in my head when I turned into Sue Ellen’s driveway, but at least there were no cars. I could pop inside, get my aprons, and head home.

      As soon as my foot hit the crushed stone on Sue Ellen’s driveway, a creepy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. A memory from Friday? A movement at the corner of Sue Ellen’s house startled me, sending my heart racing. Or was it my imagination? “Come on Pip,” I patted my side. “Stay close to me.” The fearless terrier gave me extra confidence to continue.

      My strong purposeful strides presented a sureness I didn’t feel as I followed the cobblestone walkway to the side door. Now that I was here, I realized I should have asked Sue Ellen to come with me before she left Rose’s office. Could I even get into the house?

      I tried the doorknob. Locked. Before I turned back toward my car, Pip darted away from me, hair raised and barking to scare any intruder away that might be lurking somewhere. Another fleeting movement from around the back corner of the house caught my attention.

      “Hello?” I yelled while my heart thumped out of control. Pip returned to my side, and I rested my hand on her head. What should I do? Leave or investigate?

      That decision was made for me when a man dressed in black appeared from around the corner of the house. “Sue Ellen? Just who I was looking for,” he said.

      Many thoughts flew through my brain, the first being that this person had no clue what Sue Ellen looked like. I made a decision to play along with that assumption and pretend I didn’t know Rudy was with the police. I hoped his twin brother wasn’t aware of that detail either. “Rudy, what can I do for you?”

      Robby, who played the role of Rudy with casual confidence, moved toward me. Pip’s low growl warned the approaching man to keep his distance, and her weight against my leg let me know that she had my back no matter what.

      Robby stopped. “What’s with the dog?”

      I stroked Pip’s head to comfort her and to soothe myself. “She’s protective.” I grinned. “I’m sure I don’t have anything to worry about with you, right? I was just heading to the Little Dog Diner for some of those amazing chocolate-covered brownies. Want to join me?” What the heck was I thinking? The diner was closed.

      Robby’s eyes lit up. “Sure. We can talk there about your coins. I’ll drive with you.”

      That comment threw me off. It wasn’t what I expected. Or wanted. “Where is your car?” I asked. It only just occurred to me that there was no other car when I drove in. This guy was like a ghost.

      Robby gave a vague wave in the general direction down the road. “I parked on the street and walked over on a trail.”

      “The bicycle trail?”

      “Is that what it’s called? It looks well used and connects to the downtown. The best part is, it keeps me out of view of the neighbors.”

      “Why do you want to stay out of view of the neighbors?”

      He shrugged. “After what happened, I don’t need nosy neighbors following my moves. Besides, I saw some kids turn off the street and go that way. I decided to explore.” He let himself into the passenger side of the Cadillac, giving me no option but to give him a ride. “You can drop me off at my car and I’ll meet you at the diner. We can talk about your coins. I’ve got an offer you can’t refuse.”

      I nodded. What the heck was going on? Robby knew about Sue Ellen’s coins. What else did he know and what was his real plan?

      Pip draped her head over the front seat between us. Robby scooched as far away from her as possible. Good, I thought to myself.

      “Which way?” I asked when I stopped at the bottom of Sue Ellen’s driveway.

      Robby pointed to an older model sedan parked several hundred yards up the road. He laughed. “I guess I could have walked.”

      I pulled behind Robby’s car. “See you at the diner?” he asked before he got out.

      “Yes, but I forgot something at the house, so grab a coffee and I’ll be right there.”

      Robby slammed the door, and I sighed with relief.

      He’d be angry when he discovered that the diner was closed on Mondays.

      Pip nudged my neck with her nose, jumped over the seat, and took up her usual position with her front paws on the dashboard.

      “Thanks for keeping an eye on him. There’s something off with that guy.”

      After Robby drove off, I turned around and drove back to Sue Ellen’s house. I parked and called AJ, leaving a message about where he could find Rudy’s twin brother. Next, I sent a message to Sue Ellen asking her to come and unlock her house so I could get my aprons. And last, I sent Rose a text telling her what was holding me up, so she didn’t think I’d stolen her car and gone joy riding with Pip.

      Sue Ellen messaged back immediately that she’d be home soon and to look under a ceramic rock in back for her hidden key to let myself in.

      That sounded easy enough. “Come on Pip. Let’s get this over with before I lose my nerve with all the creepy vibes around here.” I still had the sensation of eyes on me even knowing Robby had driven away. I squared my shoulders. It was probably just the fact of Judith’s recent murder that made me so jumpy.

      I found the hidden key easily enough. I lifted it from the dirt and bounced it in the palm of my hand. “I wonder if anyone else knew about this key,” I mumbled out loud. “Although”, I said to Pip, “the day Judith was murdered, the house was unlocked for all the deliveries.” A hidden key. A trail behind the houses. Were they connected to Judith’s murder?

      Once in the kitchen, I looked around for my aprons and huffed a frustrated exhale when I didn’t see them. “Where could they be?” My words echoed in the big kitchen. A faint hum from the refrigerator, the only background noise.

      I pushed the kitchen door open and Pip trotted down the hall that led to the big sunny living room. Did she smell the aprons tucked away somewhere? I followed her since Sue Ellen told me to go in the house. I imagined she probably wouldn’t mind a little exploration, too.

      An eerie quiet filled the big house with only Pip’s nails clicking on the tiles and my soft-soled sneakers squeaking every couple of steps. The squeak, which I normally wouldn’t notice, echoed and made goosebumps erupt on my arms.

      “Where are you taking me, Pip?” Even the sound of my own voice gave small comfort.

      Pip turned into the book-lined library. “You think the aprons are here?”

      In response, Pip jumped onto the window seat and gazed out. “Not much help,” I said after I looked, too, and saw nothing out of the ordinary. “Not a bad place to wait for Sue Ellen, though.”

      I turned my focus to the hundreds of books lining the walls organized by subjects. I traced my finger over the art collection, wondering if the books were for show or if anyone actually read them. In another house, I supposed the owner would display these large, glossy books on a coffee table.

      For some unexplained reason, one book stuck out more than the others and caught my attention. I pulled it off the shelf and flipped it open to reveal a catalog of valuable sculptures. I leafed through the book, amazed at the array of artwork ... and the prices. One dog-eared page made me pause. An unusually beautiful piece of art almost jumped off the page. The description described the carving as Venus, the goddess of love and beauty. The beauty was obvious. But it was the price that made me gasp—over fifty thousand dollars.

      A door slammed closed, and I tucked the book under my arm.

      Pip dashed from the library with her I-need-to-protect-Dani-from-an-intruder bark.

      I froze. Was it Sue Ellen, or was I in danger?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “You silly girl. This is my house,” cooed Sue Ellen.

      I let out a long exhale and headed to the kitchen. “I’m glad you’re here. I couldn’t find the aprons, so Pip and I were enjoying the ambiance of your library. A room with a view and a calming atmosphere. What more could I ask for?”

      Sue Ellen dropped her extra-large leather tote on her kitchen island. “I’m glad you like it. I designed this house around that room. So,” her finger tapped her lips, “where did those aprons disappear to?”

      “Oh, before you hunt for them, I found this.” I held the sculpture book out for Sue Ellen. “I’m curious. Take a look at the sculpture on this page. Is it something you’re interested in?”

      Sue Ellen’s teeth caught her bottom lip. “That’s Judith’s Venus sculpture. An unbelievably beautiful piece of artwork and probably Judith’s most prized possession.” She dropped the book next to her bag.

      “She had the sculpture here in your house?”

      “Oh, yes. It had a place of honor on the oak pedestal in my living room. But she moved it before the auction.” Sue Ellen busied herself opening her kitchen cabinets. “Here they are.” She pulled out the stack of aprons for me.

      “Where is it now?” I stared at the image in the book.

      “Where is what?”

      “The Venus sculpture. Is it possible someone was after that? Rudy must have seen it when he showed interest in your coins.”

      Sue Ellen’s eyes widened. “You’re brilliant Dani. Why didn’t I think of that? I’ll have to try to remember where Judith said she was going to put it to make sure it didn’t get stolen during the auction.”

      “One other question before I head home. When I got here, someone was in your back yard.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m sure it was Rudy’s twin brother, Robby, pretending to be Rudy.”

      She held up her hands, perplexed as she asked, “Why was his twin here?”

      “Looking for you. He said he wanted to talk to you about your coins.”

      “Rudy has been hounding me for forever to get me to sell my collection. He must have told his brother about them. And to be honest, after what happened to Judith, I think it’s time to sell. Those coins are nothing but trouble.”

      “I’m assuming you haven’t met Rudy’s brother yet because he thought I was you.”

      “No, I haven’t met him.”

      “At any rate, I already called AJ to pick up Robby at the Little Dog Diner. You won’t have to worry about meeting him and have him figure out I fooled him. For now, try to remember what Judith had in mind for the sculpture. If you can’t find it, you’ll have to tell AJ.”

      Sue Ellen covered her face with her hands. “The Detective will tar and feather me if I discover another missing item now, Dani. I’m too exhausted to do anything but put my feet up and listen to some nice classical music to clear my head before I tackle this new problem.”

      I put my hand on Sue Ellen’s arm. “You’ve been through a terrible ordeal, and everything is catching up to you. Try to get some rest.” I gathered up the aprons and the book, leaving with Pip, and hoping Sue Ellen would heed her own advice.

      Finally, I thought, I can head home to Sea Breeze and relax with the ocean sound for company.

      “Hey!”

      Sue Ellen’s neighbor, Barry, came striding toward me as I headed for the Cadillac. What did he want? Pip stood her ground between me and the man approaching us. The hair on her back stood up, but she didn’t growl.

      “I have a question you might be able to help me with.”

      “Okay.” I opened the door of the Cadillac and piled the aprons on the passenger seat. The book rested on top of the pile.

      Barry peered over my shoulder.  “That looks like Judith’s book. Why do you have it?”

      “Is that your question, Barry?” In my opinion, it was none of his business why I had Judith’s book. I hoped he heard the dismissive tone in my voice.

      “No, but strangely enough the book is connected to my question. I’m wondering if you ever saw a beautiful Venus sculpture in Sue Ellen’s house.” He reached past me and grabbed the book, then flipped the book open to the dog-eared page. “This sculpture,” he said, stabbing the photo with his index finger.

      “Why the sudden interest in this sculpture, Barry? If you think it’s in Sue Ellen’s house, shouldn’t you ask her?”

      “I’d rather not. I think she’ll lie about it. She offered to buy it from Judith, but Judith would never sell that piece of art. It was her pride and joy.”

      “Well, I can’t help you. I have no idea where it is. For all I know, you have it.” I kept my eyes glued to Barry’s face, hoping to see a flicker of guilt or embarrassment. He was too smooth for that. “And something else. You didn’t walk up the driveway. Did you appear from thin air?”

      Barry glanced away. There was the guilt I’d hoped to see. “No.”

      “You walked to Sue Ellen’s house on the bicycle trail behind the houses?”

      “Sometimes I would meet Judith for afternoon tea if Sue Ellen was gone. I thought there would be less of a chance for that nosy neighbor across the street to see me and blab about our secret rendezvous in the library. Sue Ellen would have been furious, and Judith didn’t want to be in the middle of a confrontation.” He shrugged. “Contrary to what people say about us, we were starting to get along again, work through our problems.” He swiped his cheek. “I miss her terribly.”

      “Let me ask you a question, Barry. Are you looking for the sculpture because you think it belongs to you now?”

      His jaw dropped. “Of all the insensitive comments. I don’t have to answer that.” He brushed past me and stomped down Sue Ellen’s driveway.

      I watched his progress until he turned into his own driveway and disappeared from view.

      What a strange turn of events. A dead woman, a stolen coin, and now a missing sculpture. Was everything connected?

      I looked at my faithful companion. “I wish that nose of yours could smell out some answers for me.” I patted Pip and motioned for her to jump in the car. She didn’t hesitate.
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      I slid in behind the steering wheel, anxious to leave this creepy atmosphere behind, and dug around in my bag for my keys.

      “Where’d they go, Pip?” I dumped the contents on the passenger seat. Quickly sorting through Chap Stick, pens, a notepad, hand cream, loose change, and a small flashlight, I sighed in frustration. “I can’t believe it, Pip. I must have left my keys in Sue Ellen’s house. I’ll be right back.”

      I jogged up the path to the kitchen door. Before I went inside, I patted every pocket hoping to feel the bulk of my keys.

      No luck.

      At least the kitchen door was still unlocked, and I let myself in as quietly as possible. The house was soundless. Sue Ellen must be resting.

      With my hands on my hips, I checked every surface in the kitchen. No keys.

      I clamped my lips together, my frustration escalating at my carelessness.

      Maybe the library. That was the only other room I’d been in.

      Tiptoeing down the hall, I turned into the library, which was as soundless as a locked vault. It must be the tall shelves and hundreds of books that absorbed every bit of sound, I told myself. At any other time, it would wrap me in a peaceful, comforting charm, but today? All I could think of was to find my keys and get away as quickly as possible.

      From the doorway, I slowly scanned my eyes over every surface. They had to be in here somewhere.

      Aha! I spied them on the dark green floral window cushion. I must have dropped them there when I pulled the sculpture book off the shelf. Relief. Now I could finally escape this tomb-like atmosphere.

      As I took a long stride toward my keys, something tucked in the corner of the window seat caught my attention. My fingers trembled with an icy cold surge. Poking from the top of an open box, was the head of a sculpture—the missing Venus.

      How could that be? Did Sue Ellen have it all along? Did she steal it from Judith?

      My mind flashed over Sue Ellen’s recent activities. She was at her house the afternoon Judith was murdered. She brought chocolate-covered brownies for Judith and we found chocolate smeared on the rug wrapped around Judith. According to Barry, Sue Ellen wanted Judith to move out. And here, on Sue Ellen’s window seat, sat a valuable sculpture that she claimed she didn’t know the whereabouts of.

      I slowly backed up, one foot after the other. My eyes remained glued to the sculpture as if I expected it to fly across the room and attack me. This was something for the police to investigate, not me.

      I stopped and sent a text messages to AJ and Rose asking them both to come to Sue Ellen’s ASAP!

      With my keys biting into the palm of my hand and my eyes on the sculpture, me heel landed on something that moved, followed by a deafening screech. I froze. My heart pounded. My body trembled and sweat dripped from my armpits.

      Before I could turn and defend myself, I heard, “Geez Louise, Dani! You scared the bejesus out of me. I thought you were long gone.”

      “Sue Ellen?” I jumped and moved away from her. It made no sense that the sculpture was here all along. Unless … Sue Ellen murdered Judith.

      I held my keys up and jiggled them in Sue Ellen’s face. “I forgot my keys. They were on the window cushion. It must have been when I looked at the sculpture book.” I heard myself blabbering anything that came to mind while I made an escape plan in case Sue Ellen attacked me. I didn’t have many options since she blocked my only escape route. Could I injure her with the keys? I maneuvered them so one stuck out between my fingers, just in case.

      “I’m glad you came back.” Sue Ellen stepped closer to me.

      I backed up. Every nerve ending tingled.

      “After you left, I got wondering about the Venus sculpture.” She reached into her pocket.

      My heart practically broke through my chest. My eyes never left Sue Ellen’s hand. My brain told me to run but my feet refused to listen. Why did I leave Pip in the car?

      Sue Ellen held out a piece of paper. “I put myself in Judith’s shoes and tried to figure out where she would hide the sculpture before everyone arrived for the auction. Clever. Right?”

      “Sort of.” I took the paper, still not sure of Sue Ellen’s intentions.

      “Go ahead. Read it.”

      I glanced at the paper. All I saw were the words donate to the library.

      Sue Ellen picked up the box with the sculpture. “Well, this room was always Judith’s favorite. She used to say it had so many nooks and crannies for tucking treasures. On a whim, I came in here and carefully looked at all the shelves for something out of place. I mean, really, I should know this room better than anyone.”

      As I listened, I had to admit to myself that Sue Ellen’s explanation did make sense, but I still held my keys ready in case I needed to defend myself. I knew I could outrun Sue Ellen in a heartbeat … if I could make my legs move.

      Sue Ellen moved closer to the window seat, revealing a cubbyhole unnoticeable until she picked up the box with the Venus sculpture. “See? No one would know about this but Judith or me.”

      I leaned to one side to get a better view.

      Sue Ellen slid the box into the cubby, slid a hidden door over the opening, and like magic, the cubby disappeared from sight.

      “Judith hid her treasure in there?”

      “That’s exactly what I think happened. And if you hadn’t mentioned it, I never would have looked for it.” She waved her arms through the air dramatically. “With so much going on, and all the questions thrown at me, and rescheduling the auction, I completely forgot about Judith’s Venus.”

      I slid the cubby door to one side and pulled the box out. Venus’s head appeared to have something on it. And the box also had smears of something dark. “Are you positive no one else knew about this hiding spot?”

      “I suppose someone else might have noticed it. Someone very observant.” Sue Ellen closed the cubby door. “Would you see it if you didn’t know it was there?”

      I let my eyes roam around the room as if it were the first time I’d been there. “I suppose I might not see it unless,” I paused, “I was looking for a hiding spot.”

      “Who else would hide it here?” Sue Ellen asked.

      “The murderer.”

      Sue Ellen and I stared at each other.

      Sue Ellen blinked. She frowned. “You think I killed Judith?” her question came out barely louder than a whisper.

      “Did you kill Judith?” I asked. What else could I say under the circumstance? I had to know if I was looking into the eyes of a cold-blooded killer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Of course, I didn’t kill Judith,” Sue Ellen declared. “How can you even think that? I took her into my home. I counseled her. I … I … I’m tongue-tied at the thought. And Sue Ellen Baer is seldom at a loss for words.” She flopped onto the window cushion, dramatically resting her forehead on the back of her hand as if she were about to faint. “Could you get me a drink of water?”

      I felt like a fool, but I still wasn’t one hundred percent convinced of Sue Ellen’s innocence. I wanted to believe her, but there were too many coincidences. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave this room.”

      “Where do you think I’d go?” Her voice came out as a pathetic sob.

      I didn’t know what to think, and I didn’t want Sue Ellen to know that I thought she might flee to save her skin.

      The long hallway to the kitchen felt like an endless journey down a gangplank to the unknown. I opened several cupboards before I found a shelf lined with glasses. I filled one with water. What should I do now? Wait for AJ to arrive? Go back to the library alone? Hide in my locked car with Pip?

      The kitchen door opened, ending any escape plan.

      “Barry? What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Oh.” His mouth dropped open as if my voice surprised him. One hand remained on the doorknob, the other clutched one of Lily’s brownies. I wondered if he’d helped himself to a brownie from my bag in the Cadillac. “I thought you left.”

      Apparently, misplacing my keys put me right where Sue Ellen and Barry didn’t expect me to be. I said nothing. He was the last person who deserved any kind of explanation.

      Shutting the door and moving into the kitchen, he said, “I decided to follow your advice, so I came back to ask Sue Ellen about Judith’s Venus sculpture.” He moved closer to me. “Is she here?”

      That sounded plausible, but I needed a plan to keep Barry and Sue Ellen apart until reinforcements arrived.

      “Dani? Did you get lost?”

      So much for my plan.

      Sue Ellen walked into the kitchen from the hallway but stopped short when she saw Barry. She scowled. “What are you doing in my house? You know you’re not welcome here. You weren’t when Judith was alive, and you aren’t now, either.”

      Barry smiled one of those, I’ll-do-exactly-what-I-want smiles that made my blood run cold.

      “Give me the box, Sue Ellen, and I’ll be on my way.”

      I looked from Sue Ellen, holding the box with Judith’s Venus sculpture, to Barry holding his brownie and everything became crystal clear.

      He shoved the rest of the brownie into his mouth and rubbed his fingers across the top of his shirt, leaving a dark smear behind. I stepped between Sue Ellen who clutched the Venus sculpture tighter to her chest, and Barry who stared greedily past me.

      “Don’t give it to him, Sue Ellen. Judith asked you to donate it to the library.”

      “What?” Barry’s face distorted with rage as he tried to move around me, but I kept myself between them.

      Sue Ellen squeaked and backed up. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” she blubbered. “I’m sure Judith wouldn’t want that either.”

      “No one will get hurt. Barry’s all bluff. Right, Barry?” I knew I was taunting him, but I needed to buy time until AJ arrived. What was taking him so long?

      “This isn’t a bluff. Get out of the way. Judith knew I wasn’t bluffing about getting that sculpture.”

      And there was confirmation of what I suspected. Barry’s anger made him careless.

      He lunged in an attempt to rush around me, but I stuck my leg out. Barry, in an almost comical slow-motion scene, tripped. His face crashed onto Sue Ellen’s white tiles with a sickening thud and a grunt of pain.

      “But he was at the library all afternoon. I saw him there.” Sue Ellen blubbered. “He can’t be the killer.”

      I jumped on top of Barry before he had time to shake off having the wind knocked out of him. “Sue Ellen, quick, get me some duct tape. You must have some in this kitchen someplace.” I pinned his arms to the floor with my knees. “Hurry up.” Barry was moaning in pain, but I didn’t think for one second that he wouldn’t try to fight me off.

      Exactly what I expected, he bucked and twisted and almost threw me off his back. “No, you don’t!” I screamed at him and pressed harder with my knees and arms.

      Cupboards and drawers opened and closed, while Sue Ellen muttered to herself.

      “Hurry up! What’s taking you so long?”

      Barry lifted his head and arched his back, but I twisted one of his arms behind him, sitting on it until he stopped fighting under me.

      “Found it,” Sue Ellen said as if she’d been on a scavenger hunt.

      I reached for the tape. Sue Ellen had already ripped off a long piece, and I managed to secure Barry’s wrists together with it. It wasn’t pretty, but it held. Based on his moans, I assumed I’d managed to twist his arms into a painful position. He deserved it.

      I sagged over him, keeping all my weight on his back and wiped the sweat from my brow.

      “Are you sure Barry’s the killer?” Sue Ellen asked.

      “As sure as I’ve ever been. Every last doubt fell away when he smeared chocolate on his shirt—the same evidence the killer left on your rolled up Persian rug, Sue Ellen.”

      She sat on a stool at the kitchen island. “But he was at the library,” she insisted again.

      “He said he was at the library, but Luke showed me a hidden cubby on the night of your auction. There’s a hallway to an exit that someone could use to leave unobserved. I’m guessing, with all the time Barry spent doing research at the library, he was well aware of every in and out. Right, Barry?” I jabbed my finger between his shoulder blades for emphasis.

      He hissed. “All speculation. You can’t prove anything.”

      “I think that’s where you’re wrong. You told me you would sneak over here to have tea with Judith in the library. The perfect spot to see anyone coming up the driveway in time for you to scoot back home on that bicycle trail. Right?”

      “Wrong.” Barry snarled his answer.

      “Judith chatted about her favorite books and all the wonderful little out-of-the way cubbyholes in Sue Ellen’s library. You knew exactly where to hide the Venus sculpture until the heat died down and you could come over and collect it.”

      “How could you, Barry?” Sue Ellen asked. Reality finally sinking in. “Judith was such a sweet, generous woman.”

      “Sweet?” Barry screeched. “She left me! Walked right out; changed her life insurance; took the Venus sculpture.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “The worst part was when she said I’d never get my hands on the Venus—beautiful Venus. She knew how much I coveted that sculpture.”

      Sirens shrieked outside.

      “What’s that?” Sue Ellen’s eyes widened with fear.

      “I texted AJ when I found the Venus sculpture in the library. I wasn’t sure where it would all lead, but I knew something wasn’t right.”

      “You didn’t suspect me, did you Dani?” Horror etched on Sue Ellen’s face when she realized I’d considered her a suspect.

      “It did cross my mind,” I said quickly to ease her mind, “but only until Barry arrived with a chocolate-covered brownie. I should have put this together sooner when he told me he sampled some of Lily’s brownies on Friday. The only way Barry could have had any then, was if he had found them here—the ones you brought for Judith, Sue Ellen.”

      I focused my attention on my captive. “Tell us how it happened, Barry. Did you wrestle over the sculpture and the pedestal knocked Judith to the floor giving her the fatal head wound?”

      Before he could confirm my theory, the kitchen door flew open. A ball of fur streaked through the opening, making a beeline straight to me.

      I pushed myself off of Barry, happily letting Detective Crenshaw take over while Pip leaped and twisted until I scooped her into my arms and rested my head on hers. “Don’t worry, I’m fine. But I could have used you in here about ten minutes ago.”

      She licked me from chin to forehead letting me know she wished she’d been with me, too.

      Rose wrapped her arms around me. I inhaled her familiar scent as she whispered in my ear. “My heart skipped ten beats when I got your text. You could have at least told me you had everything under control.”

      “Sorry, but things weren’t quite wrapped up when I sent that message. The duct tape came later.”

      Rose chuckled. “Wrapped up with duct tape. What will you think of next?” She hugged me tighter. “It’s a good thing this mess is over.”

      I twisted my head so I could see Rose’s face. “Why?”

      “Oh, just a surprise I have for you.” She grabbed my hand in hers and squeezed.

      Before I had time to wonder about her surprise, Luke, Lily, and Maggie surrounded me, asking questions a mile a minute. Their words ran together like a pile of tangled seaweed. Somewhere in there, I guess they explained what they were doing in Sue Ellen’s kitchen. I did a double-take. Luke?

      It didn’t take long for AJ to escort Barry out, and much to Sue Ellen’s objections, he also took the Venus sculpture for evidence.

      “Let’s all go to Sea Breeze,” Rose said, knowing exactly what I needed—beauty and tranquility after all the chaos. She led me outside, clutching my hand as if she was afraid if she let me go something terrible would happen.

      Pip squirmed to get out of my hold, letting me know, enough is enough. I put her down.

      Rose’s Cadillac was parked closest to Sue Ellen’s house, with Luke’s old rattletrap Blueberry Acres truck, Maggie’s Explorer, and Lily’s yellow VW bug all parked behind. As soon as I remembered that I’d driven the Cadillac, I asked Rose, “How did you get here?”

      “Well, that would have been a big problem if Luke hadn’t shown up at my office right after you sent your text message. I guess I would have walked but he offered to drive me over.”

      Luke grinned. “The ride was noisy and bumpy, but we made it in one piece.”

      “Yes, we did, and I texted Lily and Maggie to get their behinds here, too. On the double. I had no idea what kind of trouble you’d gotten yourself into, Danielle Rose Mackenzie. I thought you might need backup.”

      By the tone of her voice and the use of my full name, I knew Rose was over her fear and back to her, don’t-mess-with-me-young-lady attitude. I pulled my hand free of hers, flexed my fingers to get some feeling back, and put my arm around her waist. “Only some brownies and a bad guy to take care of,” I told her.

      Everyone snorted.
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        * * *

      

      I happily dropped into a chair on Rose’s patio while everyone else scurried around making sure I was comfortable. I counted off the familiar faces. “Where’s Maggie?” She’d been at Sue Ellen’s house and Rose had invited the whole rescue team back to Sea Breeze.

      Lily seemed to choke on something and then offered an answer. “I told her she was welcome to come along, but she gave me some story about having to get back home and start work on a new project.”

      “Hmm,” Rose said. “Could that new project be another tactic to get AJ interested the next time she’s in town?”

      “Or maybe,” I suggested, “she’s figuring out which of us she can tap to give AJ a kick in the rear end so he’ll open his eyes and see what’s in front of him.”

      “As long as she doesn’t ask to be my houseguest again,” Lily said. “I’m happy to oblige.”

      That got a laugh from everyone, but it sparked a question from me. “Speaking of AJ, has he figured out Rudy’s twin Robbie’s connection to the theft of Sue Ellen’s coin?”

      “I haven’t heard,” Rose said, “but you can be sure he’ll get to the bottom of it, and we’ll press him with questions the next time we see him.”

      Then Rose set a tray overflowing with sandwiches and drinks in front of me, her way of spoiling me. “But in the meantime, don’t get used to all this attention, Dani,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

      “Of course not, Rose. But I’m not sure about Pip.”

      Pip raised her head from a bowl filled with a mixture of rice, chicken, and gravy. The fact that she was sitting in a chair next to me with her food on the table while she ate, left no one wondering what I had meant.

      Lily asked, “Were you scared?”

      Was I? My exhaustion was making everything a bit hazy. “Well, the scariest part was when I was trapped in Sue Ellen’s library, and I thought she was the killer. I was prepared to attack her with my keys. I hope she forgives me for that mistake. And by the time Barry came into Sue Ellen’s kitchen, I was more concerned about distracting him and keeping him away from Sue Ellen and the Venus sculpture until AJ arrived. I didn’t have time to think about being scared, but it was probably the longest few minutes of my life.”

      Luke squeezed my shoulder and let his hand linger. “You did great, Dani. We’re all proud of you.”

      My heart soared.

      What could be better than praise from this blue-eyed hunk of a blueberry farmer?

      “Dani? Don’t drift off yet. I have something important to tell you,” Rose said.

      I really wanted to sink into my pleasant thoughts about Luke, but I slit my eyes open a little, sighed, and looked at Rose. “What is it?”

      “You know how Alice said she wants the quilt to hang here at Sea Breeze someday?”

      I nodded. Did Rose want the quilt now and was she planning to ask me to steal it for her? I must have been more tired than I realized.

      “It got me thinking about passing on treasures, so I’m in the process of transferring Sea Breeze to you.”

      My eyes popped open all the way. “It’s going to be mine?”

      “That’s right, but it doesn’t mean I’ll be moving out.” The twitch on the edge of her lips made me chuckle.

      “Fat chance I’d ever suggest that,” I muttered, smiling so hard my face hurt.

      Pip jumped from her chair into my lap and gave me a doggy breath lick. “You like the idea, Pipster?”

      Settling back into my chair, sitting in the sun, enjoying my sleepy haze, I wondered if Rose would move out if I got married someday.

      “What did you say?” she asked.

      I looked at the grinning faces staring at me as heat traveled to my cheeks. Everyone was smiling, including Luke.

      “Oops. Did I say that out loud?”

      I really needed to keep track of what left my brain and came out of my mouth.

      Luke squeezed my shoulder. I took that to mean I could keep hoping.
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        I always thought weddings were supposed to be about joining lives… Not ending them.

        But when an unexpected guest shows up dead on the beach and the groom seems to be hiding more than just cold feet, I need to take my chef’s hat off and don my deerstalker once again.

        Who was this mysterious stranger that came to town claiming to be a long lost relative, and why is she now dead? Who is the groom really, and are his intentions for my friend pure?

        Deceit—like revenge—may be a dish best served cold, but I’m not quite sure any of us have the stomach for it. Wedding bells are ringing, but might they also be the death knell? And is the killer really going to be satisfied with just one victim when two could be twice as nice?

        Oh, dear. Pip and I certainly have our work cut out for us this time…
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            SNEAK PEEK: Dishing Up Deceit

          

        

      

    

    
      It could have been worse.

      It could always be worse but that didn’t make me feel any better.

      “Look on the bright side,” my grandma, Rose, told me when I managed to limp home after tripping during my run on the beach. “You could have broken your leg instead of simply spraining your ankle.”

      Pip, my Jack Russell terrier, looked more sympathetic than Rose did.

      I sighed and adjusted my sore ankle on the chaise, miffed that a girl couldn’t get some love.

      Well, the only thing bright about this situation was resting on the patio of our home, Sea Breeze, overlooking Blueberry Bay, my leg raised with an ice pack on my ankle, and Pip giving me her sad puppy-dog eyes that melted my heart. Who was I kidding? She was probably sad because I had to cut our morning beach time short.

      Which made me laugh and also reminded me that feeling sorry for myself would get me nowhere. Fast. So, good-bye pity party!

      “I’ll fill in for you at the diner,” Rose said.

      Rose used to own her pride and joy, the Little Dog Diner, outright, until she made Lily, my best friend, and me her partners. Now she stayed mostly in the background and let us do the heavy lifting.

      I smacked away her suggestion with my hand hitting the pillow. “That’s ridiculous. It’s only a little sprain, I’ll be able to work tomorrow.” I loved working at the diner as much as Rose had when she used to put in her long, grueling hours.

      Rose slid her sunglasses lower on her nose and looked at me from under her floppy straw hat. She didn’t have to actually say anything for me to know she thought I was full of baloney.

      “Really, Rose, you have the Blueberry Bay Grapevine deadline to think about. That paper doesn’t write itself. I’ll be fine.”

      Pip disappeared into the house like a raging tiger, all of her ten-pound fury ready to attack whoever was knocking on the front door. With a pat on my shoulder like I was three years old, Rose followed Pip inside to save the unfortunate person who’d upset our guard dog.

      I sighed again, closed my eyes, and decided everything, except my ankle, was normal, if normal meant that I, Dani Mackenzie, at twenty-seven years old, lived in this beautiful home, Sea Breeze, in Misty Harbor, Maine, with my grandma Rose, and my terrier, Pip.

      Yes, things could be so much worse and sitting with the sun warming me, I focused on the positives.

      “Dani?” Rose, shaking my shoulder, roused me from my haze. “We have company. This is Ivy Mackenzie, the niece of a long-lost second cousin, twice removed on my grandfather’s side. She’s from Scotland.”

      I scooched upright as much as possible without disturbing my throbbing ankle. Yeah, my ankle definitely wasn’t normal, but I did my best to ignore it and looked into a face I’d never seen before. Dyed red hair framed pale, freckled skin and faded blue eyes as this stranger stood next to Rose and smiled. The contrast couldn’t have been starker with my ageless, elegant grandma in her mid-calf length skirt swirling with various shades of blue and a white silky top against the definitely aging Ivy sporting a yellow, wrinkled, buttoned-down, blouse tucked into faded, sea green capris bulging at the seams.

      “Hello, Dani.” Ivy held her hand out as my brain sorted through Mackenzie relatives I’d heard about, but my memory bank came up with a big fat goose egg about this person. “You’re blessed with those gorgeous curly, auburn Mackenzie tresses.” She ran her fingers through her own short hair. “At my age, my color comes from a bottle.”

      No kidding.

      Pip made a wide detour around Ivy before she settled with her head in my lap, eyeing this newcomer warily. Of course, this made me wonder why Pip was suspicious about this woman who’d barged into Sea Breeze with no warning on a beautiful August Monday morning.

      I shook her hand. Pip said hello with a low, deep-in-her-throat growl.

      Ivy plopped her matronly self onto a patio chair facing Blueberry Bay, apparently unaware or uncaring about Pip’s reaction.

      “This is more beautiful than I’d imagined, Rose. You’re sure you don’t mind this last-minute intrusion? I could have sworn I had a reservation at the Blueberry Bay Inn for two weeks, but,” she flicked her wrist, shrugged her shoulders, and giggled, “silly me. I guess something happened. They couldn’t find anything in my name, and now the inn is booked solid.”

      Rose pulled out a chair and sat next to Ivy. She adjusted her floppy straw hat so her face was completely shaded. “Don’t worry, Ivy. We have plenty of room here, right, Dani?”

      “Huh? You’re staying here?” I said, all but choking on my words.

      “And, guess what else?” Rose asked, cutting me off before a snarky comment left my mouth.

      I wasn’t sure I could handle any more good news. Sea Breeze worked just fine with Rose, Pip, and me. In the last few months we’d worked out the kinks of living together, thank you very much. But I guess I’d missed the memo that said Rose didn’t need to consult me before inviting a stranger into our midst.

      Rose kept her face hidden when she announced, “After I told Ivy about your running accident, Dani, she said she’d be thrilled to help us out in the diner.”

      Ivy laughed in a high-pitched giggle that grated like hard cheese. “That’s right,” she said with an irritating chirp. “Just let me tie on an apron and point me in the right direction.” She giggled again, which coming from this seventy-something-year-old woman, sounded like fingers on a blackboard. “I’ll cook up a storm.”

      A storm was brewing in my head, but I smiled and kept my thoughts to myself. For now.

      Ivy jumped out of her chair, surprisingly sprite for her age. Her phone clunked under her chair in her haste. Her problem, not mine, I decided. “I just remembered, I have something in my bag for you,” she said. “I’ll just run back inside and get it. Now, don’t you two run away!” She threw the last comment over her shoulder as casually as Rose threw crumbs to the seagulls.

      It was no accident the inn couldn’t find her reservation. I’d bet that Ivy had planned this casual drop in all along. I glared at Rose, but she wasn’t meeting my eyes. That told me everything I needed to know—this was not a topic she wanted to discuss. I’d have to ignore her feelings. I had a say in who we offered our hospitality to now.

      “What the heck is going on, Rose? Inviting her to stay here for a night while she finds other lodging is one thing, but two weeks? And helping in the diner?” My voice rose with every word. “You know I have a million things on my plate with Sue Ellen’s wedding next Saturday.”

      Rose glanced toward the house. “Keep your voice down. Ivy is family, and I can’t turn her away… so, end of discussion.” She folded her arms over her chest for emphasis.

      I wasn’t having it. “Are you sure?”

      “Sure about what?”

      Rose knew exactly what I meant, but I had no trouble spelling it out plain and clear. “Are you sure that Ivy is family? Someone with, what sounds like a phony accent, arrives at our door, and you welcome her with no questions asked?”

      Before Rose could reply, Ivy’s sandals tapped on the patio stones. “So, I have some photos to share.” She handed a small photo album to Rose before she sat down. “It’s a collection of relatives I thought you might like to see.”

      “How thoughtful of you, Ivy.”

      I slid both legs off the lounge chair. “I’m going to the diner to give Lily a hand with the food prep for tomorrow. And, Sue Ellen is coming to finally choose which flavor she wants for her wedding cake. I’m sure there’s something I’ll be able to do while I keep weight off my ankle.”

      I stood, trying not to grimace when I put a little weight on that leg. “It’s feeling so much better already.” I lied. “And, thanks for the offer to help at the diner, Ivy, but we’re all set.” I patted my thigh. “Come on, Pip. We’ll leave Rose and Ivy to their memories.”

      “Okay,” Ivy piped in, happy as a lark. “If you change your mind, the offer’s still on the table.” She helped herself to a muffin from the tray on the patio table, slathering butter on at least an inch thick. Nothing like making herself right at home.

      “Pour yourself tea, too, while I help Dani to the door. She’s putting on a good face about her ankle, but stubborn is her middle name,” Rose said as she took my arm and led me through the house to the front door.

      I knew a lecture was coming, but I wasn’t going to back down.

      She opened the door and walked outside with me until we were out of Ivy’s hearing range. Then she faced me with her look.

      She narrowed her eyes and said, “Now that we’re alone, listen to me, Danielle. I’m not convinced about who Ivy is either, but unlike you, I’m keeping an open mind. I want her to think we believe her while we look into her background. I’d rather be safe than sorry. Being rude will only put her on guard.”

      I’m sure my face turned every shade of red. “Oh,” I gulped. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.” Will I be as wise as Rose when I’m her age? “If she’s not who she says she is, Rose,” I asked thoroughly humbled, “why is she here?”

      Now Rose looked a bit puzzled. She lifted her big straw hat, her signature accessory and shook it out before replacing it on her head. “Why indeed. I have a lot of the same questions as you—who is she, why is she here out of the blue, and why now? That’s what we’ll have to figure out. Now, scoot along so I can bond with my niece of a long-lost second cousin, twice removed or whatever confusing connection she said she is. Apparently, it’s easier for me to play along than it is for you.”

      I didn’t need to be asked twice.
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        Welcome to Blueberry Bay, a scenic region of Maine peppered with quaint small towns and home to a shocking number of mysteries. If you loved this book, then make sure to check out its sister series from other talented Cozy Mystery authors…

      

        

      
        Pet Whisperer P.I.

        By Molly Fitz

      

        

      
        Glendale is home to Blueberry Bay’s first ever talking cat detective. Along with his ragtag gang of human and animal helpers, Octo-Cat is determined to save the day… so long as it doesn’t interfere with his schedule. Start with book one, Kitty Confidential, which is now available to buy or borrow! Visit www.MollyMysteries.com for more.

      

        

      
        Little Dog Diner

        By Emmie Lyn

      

        

      
        Misty Cove boasts the best lobster rolls in all of Blueberry Bay. There’s another thing that’s always on the menu, too. Murder! Dani and her little terrier, Pip, have a knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time… which often lands them smack in the middle of a fresh, new murder mystery and in the crosshairs of one cunning criminal after the next. Start with book one, Mixing Up Murder, which is now available to buy or borrow! Visit www.EmmieLynBooks.com for more.

      

        

      
        Shelf Indulgence

        By S.E. Babin

      

        

      
        Dewdrop Springs is home to Tattered Pages, a popular bookshop with an internet cafe, a grumpy Persian cat named Poppy, and some of the most suspicious characters you’ll ever meet. And poor Dakota Adair has just inherited it all. She’ll need to make peace with her new cat and use all her book smarts to catch a killer or she might be the next to wind up dead in the stacks. Book one, Hardback Homicide, will be coming soon. Keep an eye on www.QuirkyCozy.com for more. 

      

        

      
        Haunted Housekeeping

        By R.A. Muth

      

        

      
        Cooper's Cove is home to Blueberry Bay's premier estate cleaning service. Tori and Hazel, the ill-fated proprietors of Bubbles and Troubles, are prepared to uncover a few skeletons. But when a real one turns up, they'll have to solve the mystery quickly if they're going to save their reputations--and their lives. Book one, The Squeaky Clean Skeleton, will be coming soon. Keep an eye on www.QuirkyCozy.com for more.

      

        

      
        The Kindergarten Coven

        By F.M. Storm

      

        

      
        Quiet, secluded, and most importantly, far away from his annoying magical family, Guy couldn’t wait to start a new life on Caraway Island. Unfortunately, he hadn’t counted on his four-year-old daughter coming into her own witchy powers early… or on her accidentally murdering one of the PTO moms. Oops! Book one, Stay-at-Home Sorcery, will be coming soon. Keep an eye on www.QuirkyCozy.com for more.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Emmie Lyn!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I hope you enjoyed this book.

        Click here to sign up for my newsletter and never miss a new release.
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        * * *

      

      About Emmie Lyn

      Emmie Lyn shares her world with her husband, a rescue terrier named Underdog, and a black cat named Ziggy. When she’s not busy thinking of ways to kill off a character, she loves enjoying tea and chocolate in her flower garden, hiking, or spending time near the ocean.

      
        
        Emmielynbooks.com
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      More from Emmie

      
        
        COZY MYSTERIES

      

        

      
        Little Dog Diner

        Mixing Up Murder

        Serving Up Suspects
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        COMING SOON

      

        

      
        Dishing Up Deceit

        Cooking Up Chaos

        Catering Up Catastrophe
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        ROMANTIC SUSPENSE

      

        

      
        Gold Coast Retrievers

        Helping Hanna

        Shielding Shelly
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