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      After locking the door, Angie Roseland paused on the porch outside of her Sweet Dreams Bake Shop.  The early May sunshine danced against her skin and the scent of spring flowers floated by on the gentle breeze.  The family’s black cat, Circe, sat next to Angie’s feet and Euclid, their big, orange Maine Coon cat, rested on the porch rail, his eyes closing from the sun’s rays warming his fluffy fur.  It had been a harsh winter and a wet spring in Sweet Cove, Massachusetts, but the weather recently had made a turn for the better with the promise of summery days right around the corner.

      The bake shop had done a good business during the cold months and since May’s arrival, things were really picking up with tourists returning in droves to the pretty North Shore seaside town.  Angie loved everything about tourist season, the bustle in town, the hot days and pleasant nights, and all the activities that drew people to the beach and stores.  Taking in a long, slow breath, happy contentment filled Angie’s heart.

      Things had been quiet after a January mystery … no murders, no missing persons, no evil-doers spreading their misery around the area and Angie was cautiously hopeful that was how life would continue.  At least for the rest of the month.

      Angie’s fraternal twin sister, Jenna, would marry her sweetheart, Tom, at the end of May and the four Roseland sisters had been busy all winter making the arrangements.

      Euclid stood, arched his back in a stretch, and jumped off the railing just as Angie saw Jenna walking around the back corner of the Victorian mansion and heading up the driveway towards her.  Jenna carried a small, black velvet bag in her hand.

      “Did you finish it?” Angie smiled.

      Jenna nodded, lifted her arm into the air, and with a tone of mock triumph said, “It’s finally done.”

      With Angie peering at her sister’s hand, Jenna opened the bag and tipped it, spilling a pearl and gemstone necklace onto her palm.  The beads caught the light and sparkled.  Jenna handed the bag to Angie and lifted the piece of jewelry to her neck.  “What do you think?”

      Jenna had made and discarded dozens of designs and prototypes trying to create just the right look for her wedding day … simple, but elegant, is what she told the family she was trying to achieve.   Even though her sisters praised each necklace, Jenna was a perfectionist with her designs and wanted the right look when she stood next to Tom and they took their vows.

      “It’s perfect.”  Angie couldn’t keep her eyes from misting over when she pictured her sister in her wedding dress wearing the necklace.

      Jenna pointed to one of the four small blue stones incorporated into the design.  “These are my ‘something blue.’”

      Circe trilled at the tall brunette.

      When Angie didn’t respond because of the emotion choking her throat, Jenna looked up and saw what was keeping her sister silent.  “Oh,” Jenna smiled and hugged her twin.

      Angie brushed at her eyes.  “If I can’t even look at your necklace without getting teary, how in the world am I going to get through the wedding?”

      “We’ll all manage somehow.”  Jenna linked her arm through Angie’s as they headed to the sidewalk with the two cats trailing along behind.

      “At least you aren’t moving away.”  Angie swallowed to clear the tightness from her throat.  “I’d be a blubbering mess if you weren’t going to be around anymore.”

      Jenna chuckled.  “Two doors down is as close to all of you as we could get.”

      Angie kidded, “Maybe the house in between ours will come up for sale and you and Tom can buy that one and move right next door.”

      “Stranger things have happened,” Jenna said with a smile.

      Approaching Jenna and Tom’s house, the foursome turned down the walkway to the front porch.  The outside of the home had been freshly painted, grass seed had sprouted, bushes had been trimmed, and flowers were blooming in beds around the porch.  Two big flower pots overflowed with spring blossoms.

      “The house looks really pretty.”  Angie admired all the work that had been done to refurbish the old house.  “Everything’s come together.”

      Jenna sighed.  “I wish the inside was finished.”

      “You have enough done so you can move in right after the wedding.”  Angie followed her sister up the steps to the porch.  “You won’t need to move into the carriage house like you thought you might.”

      Tom and Jenna, with the help of family and friends, had completed the work on the living room, dining room, upstairs master bedroom, and part of the kitchen.  Ten rooms still remained to be renovated, but they decided to move into the home together as soon as they were married and pick away at the rest of the rooms as they could.  “I have a feeling,” Jenna said with a weary smile, “we’ll be working on this house for the rest of our lives.”

      The sisters sat down in the porch rocking chairs with Circe on Jenna’s lap and Euclid sitting on the railing watching some people strolling by on the way to the beach.

      “What time is the delivery coming?” Angie asked.

      Jenna checked her watch.  “In about five minutes.”

      As soon as the words were spoken, a large truck came down the street and slowed as the driver looked at house numbers, then turned the vehicle into the driveway.

      Euclid trained his huge green eyes on the man who emerged from the truck.

      “Afternoon.”  The man looked over his paperwork.  “Jenna Roseland?”

      Jenna stood, her long brown hair tumbling down her back, and stepped off the porch to speak to the two men who were delivering the new bedroom set.

      As the delivery men opened the back door of the van to remove the new furniture, Jenna unlocked her front door and she, Angie, and the cats went inside.  Jenna placed her phone and the velvet bag containing her wedding necklace on the foyer side table and then led the way up to the second floor master bedroom with the men grunting and struggling up the stairs behind her with the large dresser.

      “This is that haunted house,” the driver whispered to his companion.

      Halting at the top of the stairs, Jenna whirled around.  “What did you say?”

      Angie, with her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open, stood at the bottom of the staircase with the cats … the three of them staring up at the men.

      When the men reached the landing, the driver said, “Haunted house.  We heard this place is haunted.”

      “Who told you that?” Jenna demanded, her hands on her hips.

      “Um, can we get this piece into the room?”  The driver’s breathing was labored.

      As soon as the dresser was placed in the bedroom and they’d started down the stairs, Jenna asked, “Where did you hear this house is haunted?”

      The driver glanced over his shoulder.  “A guy was at the furniture store when we were getting ready to leave for deliveries.  He overheard us talking about the order of the stops.  When he heard your address, he told us to be careful because the house was haunted.”

      The other delivery man asked, his voice a little shaky and his eyes darting around the foyer, “Is it?  Is it haunted?”

      “No.  That’s nonsense.  The man was pulling your leg.”  Jenna used a forceful tone as she flicked her eyes at Angie with a warning look not to say a word.

      Angie and the cats made eye contact with one another.

      When the guys were out at the truck removing the new bed frame, Angie sidled up next to her sister.  “But, it is haunted.”

      “Don’t tell them anything of the sort.”  Jenna’s eyes blazed.  “Who was that man at the store?  What does he know about this house?  It isn’t haunted.”

      Euclid let out a deep, low hiss.

      Angie kept her voice low.  “It sort of is.”

      “A haunted house is where a ghost causes trouble, scares the people living there, tries to make them leave.”  Jenna crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I didn’t know you were so protective of your ghost,” Angie kidded and noticed a funny look on Jenna’s face.

      The men struggled up the stairs once again and when they’d disappeared into the master bedroom, Angie asked, “Is something wrong?”

      Jenna took in a deep breath.  “She hasn’t been around for a while.”

      “Katrina?”

      A spirit lived in Jenna and Tom’s old house and even though no one had ever seen her, her presence was felt by Jenna.  Angie and their two other sisters had experienced noises and items being moved around that were unexplainable … that is, if a ghost wasn’t being considered the cause.  The family believed that the ghost was an old friend of their grandmother’s … a woman named Katrina Stenmark who had once owned and lived in Jenna’s house.

      “I haven’t felt her around.”  Jenna’s face was serious.

      Angie turned and faced her sister.  “How long have you … not felt anything?”

      “A week.”  Jenna heard the men’s footsteps heading for the staircase.  “I’m afraid she’s left.”

      “Why would she though?”  Angie cocked her head to the side.

      “I have no idea.”

      Every time the men passed by carrying another piece of furniture, the sisters stopped their conversation.

      “Let’s go in the kitchen.”  Jenna led the way down the hall and bustled around removing a jug of iced tea from the fridge and taking glasses from the cabinet.  They discussed possible reasons that Katrina had made herself scarce and after several minutes, one of the delivery men called for Jenna.  The items had all been placed in the upstairs bedroom and Jenna was asked to look the pieces over.  When she’d agreed that everything had been delivered without any damage, she signed the man’s logbook and the two guys hurried out to their truck.

      As Angie and the cats stepped out to the porch, Jenna picked up her phone and house key from the foyer table.  Heading for the front door, Jenna halted, and looked back to the table.  “Angie?”

      Angie poked her head in through the front door.

      “Did you take the velvet pouch?  Did you pick up my necklace?”

      Shaking her head, Angie said, “I didn’t touch it.”

      Jenna’s face paled.  “The necklace and my wallet.  They’re both gone.”
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      Mr. Finch, the Roseland sisters’ friend and honorary member of the family, hooked his cane over the edge of the kitchen island and placed a white platter of sweets on the granite counter.

      Angie and Jenna sat on stools.

      The youngest sister, Courtney, put a delicate dessert plate in front of Angie and Jenna.  “This is what we came up with to serve alongside the slices of wedding cake.  There will be three cookies of different flavors.”

      Mr. Finch said, “Miss Jenna, it is your job to decide which flavors you prefer.”

      Jenna smiled as she eyed the cookies on the platter.  “I wouldn’t call this task a ‘job.’  It’s a treat.  I’m practically salivating.”

      “Mr. Finch and I have made a bet over which ones you’ll choose.”  Courtney winked at Finch.

      “Can I vote?” Angie asked.

      “No,” Courtney said.  “It isn’t your wedding.  You can taste them after Jenna makes her choices, but no influencing the bride.”  Using silver tongs to lift one of the perfectly rounded macarons, she placed it gently on Jenna’s plate.  “This one is strawberry with chocolate filling.”  Courtney nodded to Finch.  “Get ready for her comments, Mr. Finch.”

      Finch had a notebook and a pen poised to capture Jenna’s remarks.

      Jenna bit into the macaron and sighed.  “Delicious.”

      “What about me?” Angie protested.  “I’m her twin.  I should have a say in the matter.”

      “Only Jenna and Tom get to vote.”  Courtney lifted a caramel-flavored cookie for Jenna to try next and gave Angie a quick look.  “You can sample them after Jenna gives her opinion.  We’ve already collected Tom’s preferences.”

      “When did Tom taste the cookies?” Jenna picked up the macaron.

      “When you and Angie were at your house losing the necklace and wallet,” Courtney said.

      After the bedroom set delivery, Angie and Jenna and the two cats had searched the rooms of the house in a panic attempting to locate the necklace.  “Did one of the delivery men steal my necklace and wallet?” Jenna had moaned.

      When Angie suggested that maybe one of the cats had taken the velvet pouch to play with, Circe and Euclid gave her withering looks causing Angie to quickly backtrack on her idea.  “Okay, I guess they didn’t take it.”

      As they went through every room of the house, Jenna became increasingly frantic.  “I’m going to call Chief Martin.  Maybe he can have an officer intercept the delivery van before those guys have a chance to hide the necklace.”

      “Wait a few more minutes.”  Angie had a feeling that the two men who’d brought the furniture probably didn’t have anything to do with the missing necklace, but the possibility couldn’t be dismissed.  “Let’s make another pass through the rooms before you make the call.”

      Jenna followed Angie through the fourteen rooms with tears gathering in her eyes while she ranted about how on earth a person could ever steal from someone.

      Coming up empty, Angie sighed.  “Let’s go back upstairs.”

      “Where are the cats?” Jenna asked.

      Right on cue, Euclid’s screech filled the air and the two sisters raced up the staircase to the second floor.

      “Euclid?” Angie called.

      The huge orange boy howled from the master bedroom and when Angie and Jenna hurried into the room, the Maine Coon cat was sitting next to the newly-delivered box spring and mattress.  Circe sat on top of the bed with her tail curled around her paws.

      Jenna stared at the cats and walked over to the new bed as Euclid pawed at the spot where the mattress rested on the box spring.  The drawstring of the velvet pouch drooped from under the mattress.  Jenna pushed her fingers over the box spring and felt the velvet pouch and her wallet.  Pulling the items from their hiding place, she clutched the pouch to her chest.  “Thank heavens.  Thank you,” she told the felines.

      Angie narrowed her eyes.  “How did they get in there?”

      “Did one of the delivery men take my things?  They might have heard me coming up the stairs and stashed them under the mattress.” Jenna’s eyes widened.  “Wait.  What about Katrina?  Did she put my things under the mattress?”  Jenna glanced at the new bed.  “But why?  Why would she do that?  She’s never done anything mean before.”

      Angie eyed her sister.  “Do you feel anyone else in here?”

      A shadow of worry passed over Jenna’s face.  “No, but … I really wasn’t paying any attention.”  After flicking her eyes about the bedroom, she whispered, “Could there be another ghost in the house?”

      Angie didn’t have an answer for that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Earth to Angie.”  Courtney raised her voice slightly trying to get her sister’s attention.

      “What?”  Angie blinked, bringing herself back to the present.  “What did you say?”

      “Jenna gave her opinion on two of the macaron flavors.  Did you hear her?”

      “I spaced out for a minute.”  Angie turned to Jenna.  “What did you think of the cookies?”

      “Would you like a cup of tea, Miss Angie?”  Mr. Finch made eye contact with the honey-blonde sitting across from him.

      Giving the older gentleman a smile, Angie shook her head.  “I’m okay, Mr. Finch.  I was just thinking about the necklace.”

      When the twin sisters and the cats had returned to the Victorian, it was clear to both Finch and Courtney that something was amiss and the four of them spent time discussing the possible cause of the purloined wallet and piece of jewelry.

      “I wasn’t upset because the necklace is valuable, it isn’t … and I could easily make another one.  I just felt … I don’t know … violated, betrayed, unsafe.  I put my heart and soul into making the piece.  I was so looking forward to Tom seeing it.”  Jenna shook her head.  “I’m sentimental about it.  There are things about the design that symbolize things important to me and Tom.  I was angry and heartbroken thinking that one of those men stole something that meant so much to me.”

      “And then, when we found the wallet and necklace under the mattress,” Angie said, “A whole new worry was born.”

      “A possible new ghost.”  Mr. Finch nodded.  “Or the possibility that Katrina is upset about something.”

      Tears showed at the corners of Jenna’s eyes and she brushed at them.  “Is she angry that I’m marrying Tom?  Tom has been in the house as much as I have.  Katrina knows him.  She knows our plans.”

      “Or….”  Courtney narrowed her eyes.  “Is she warning you about something?”

      Everyone’s eyes shifted to Courtney, but no one said anything for several moments until Jenna let out a groan.  “Why can’t anything be simple?  Why can’t things be normal?”

      Courtney chuckled as she placed a different flavored cookie on Jenna’s plate.  “If you want normal, Sis, then you’re in the wrong family.”

      “No worries, Miss Jenna.  We will help you figure it out.”  Mr. Finch smiled.  “You are surrounded by love, and you are never alone, in good times or in bad.”

      “In sickness or in health,” Courtney added with a grin.

      The corners of Angie’s mouth turned up.  “For better or for worse.”

      Mr. Finch joined in with part of the familiar wedding vows.  “For richer or for poorer.”

      Finch, Courtney, and Angie finished in unison.  “For as long as we all shall live.”

      The cats trilled their approval as Jenna’s giggles filled the air.  “Is this the part when I say ‘I do?’”

      “Nope,” Courtney told her.  “You don’t have a choice.  You’re stuck with all of us.”

      Jenna lifted the macaron from her plate.  “I guess it could be worse.”

      “Indeed,” Mr. Finch agreed, just as the front doorbell rang.

      Holding the cookie, Jenna’s hand froze in mid-air as Circe sat up at attention and Euclid let out a low growl.  At the sound of the doorbell, a feeling of apprehension gripped Angie’s stomach.  Courtney made eye contact with her older sister and then with Finch.  For a quick moment, a disturbing something floated by on the air … and they all felt it.

      “Where is Miss Ellie?” Finch asked.

      Courtney pulled her apron over her head and set it on one of the stools.  “She’s up in her room working on the wedding dress.”  Ellie, the second-born Roseland sister after the twins, ran a bed and breakfast out of the Victorian.  She was an excellent seamstress and had eagerly volunteered to make Jenna’s wedding gown.

      “Perhaps we have a new B and B guest.”  Finch kept his voice even.

      “I’ll go.”  Courtney started out of the kitchen.

      Angie forced a smile. “I’ll go with you.”

      Euclid and Circe launched themselves from their perch on top of the refrigerator and rushed into the hall ahead of the sisters.

      Some of the words of the wedding vows rang in Angie’s head and caused her heart to race.

      For better or for worse.
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      When Courtney opened the front door, the tension in Angie’s stomach started to wane.

      “Hi.  Do you have a room for the night?” A petite, young woman whose strawberry-blonde hair fell just below her shoulders entered the foyer pulling a carry-on suitcase.  She had a shy smile and her dark brown eyes twinkled out from under her bangs.  Angie guessed that the woman must be in her mid to late twenties.

      Courtney returned the smile.  “Our sister, Ellie, runs the B and B.  We’ll check with her.”

      The two Roseland sisters introduced themselves.

      “Rachel Marsten.”  The newcomer extended her hand to shake and then glanced down to the floor near the round table in the entryway.  “And who do we have here?”

      Sitting under the table, Euclid’s green eyes were glued to the young woman while Circe sat tall, taking everything in.  As yet, neither cat seemed to have arrived at an opinion about the newcomer.

      “The orange cat is Euclid and the black one is Circe,” Angie reported.

      When Rachel knelt down on one knee to scratch the cats’ cheeks, Angie gave the big orange boy a warning look to behave.

      “How many nights were you looking to stay?” Courtney asked.  “I’ll go see if there’s a room available.”

      “Just the one.”  Rachel stood.  “I arrived earlier than I thought.  I’m renting a house in town for a few months and the owner isn’t available until tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be back in a flash.”  Courtney disappeared up the wide staircase.

      Angie gestured to the buffet table in the dining room.  “We have afternoon snacks out, if you’re hungry.  There’s tea and coffee and seltzer, too.”

      Rachel started to protest, but Angie stopped her.  “Please, help yourself while we wait for Courtney to come down.”  The two walked into the dining room and Rachel poured herself a cup of coffee.

      “Have you come a long way?”  Angie made small talk.

      “I drove up from West Virginia.”  Rachel sipped from her cup.  “I’m moving to Sweet Cove for the summer months.  I have a job in town.  I’ve never been to New England.  I needed a change … so, here I am.”  She smiled and shrugged a shoulder.

      Angie liked the friendly young woman who exuded a warm, upbeat energy.  “You’re brave.  I don’t think I’d have the courage to move on my own to somewhere I’d never been before.”

      “Life is short.  I figure we may as well try new things.”

      A cold shiver squeezed around Angie’s stomach as Courtney came down the stairs.  “Good news.  Ellie says that a guest just called and won’t be arriving until tomorrow night.  You can have that room.”  Courtney had a guest form for Rachel to fill out.  “Good timing.”

      “That’s great. Thanks so much.”  Sitting down at the dining table to fill in the form, Rachel took out a credit card and handed it to Courtney.  “Should I put my old West Virginia address or my Sweet Cove address?”

      “Put your billing address.”  Courtney hurried to the small office off the hall to run the card through for payment.

      “Where have you rented a house?”  Angie couldn’t shake off the odd feeling of unease she was experiencing.  When they’d opened the front door and Angie saw Rachel standing on the porch, her initial feelings of worry began to evaporate with relief, but while talking with the new guest, a growing sense of distress was spreading down her spine like icy fingertips tracing over her skin.

      “About ten blocks from Main Street.  The house is on Wildewood Road.  It runs off of North Way.  I’ll be able to walk or bike to work.”

      “I know the street.”  Courtney came into the dining room and returned the credit card to Rachel.  “Angie and I bike that way to get to the rail trails.  Which store will you be working in?”

      “It’s a stained glass shop on Main Street.”

      “Francine’s store?”  Angie’s eyes widened.  “We’re friends with her.”

      “I bet you know everyone in town.”  Rachel smiled as she picked up the key to her room that Courtney had placed on the table in front of her.

      “How do you know Francine?” Courtney asked.

      “I don’t.  We have a mutual acquaintance.  I got in touch with her through that person.”  Rachel took the handle of her suitcase and headed towards the stairs.  “I’d love a shower and a nap.”

      “I’ll show you the room.”  Courtney led the way up the steps.

      When the young women had disappeared to the second floor of the house, Angie sat down and Circe jumped onto her lap.  Euclid sat on the hardwood floor staring at Angie, his tail swishing over the surface.

      “So, what do you think?” she asked the green-eyed feline.

      Euclid slowly moved his tail a few more times before releasing a quick, low growl that rumbled deep in his throat.

      “Exactly,” Angie sighed.

      Mr. Finch entered the dining room as Courtney returned from showing Rachel to her room.

      “Do we have a new guest?”  Finch rubbed his thumb over the top of his cane.

      “We do indeed.”  Courtney plopped into the chair next to Angie.  “A young woman.  Rachel Marston.  She’s come to town for the season to work in Francine’s stained glass shop.”

      One of Finch’s bushy eyebrows rose higher on his forehead.  “And what do we think of Miss Marston?”  Finch flicked his eyes to the top of the China cabinet where Euclid was now sitting.

      Angie pressed her back against the chair and followed Finch’s gaze.  “The jury is still out.”

      Courtney pulled the elastic out of her ponytail and let her hair tumble over her shoulders.  “She’s friendly.  Easy to talk to.”

      “I hear a ‘but’ in your voice, Miss Courtney.”  Finch stepped closer so they could speak softly to one another.

      “But,” Courtney began, “something is floating on the air around her.  I don’t know what it is yet.”  Shifting her eyes to her sister, she asked, “Angie?”

      “Same.”  Angie nodded slowly.  “I don’t know what it is either, but it’s nothing good.”

      “Then our early warning systems were correct.”  Finch took a quick look down the hall to the kitchen.  “Miss Jenna won’t like it.”

      “Couldn’t this have waited a few weeks?  Until after the wedding?” Angie groaned.

      “We can handle it, Sis,” Courtney reassured her older sister with a wink.  “For better or for worse, remember?”

      “I prefer the ‘for better’ part.”  Angie rested her chin in her hand.

      Ellie came downstairs, joined the others in the dining room, and reached her arms over her head to stretch her back muscles.  “I’ve been hunched over the sewing machine for hours.”  When she noticed the looks on the faces of the three people in the room, Ellie’s cheeks lost their color.  “What’s the matter now?”

      “Nothing,” Courtney told her.  “Yet.”

      Ellie joined the others around the table and whispered, “Is it that new guest?”

      “We all had feelings of concern when the doorbell rang.”  Angie glanced at the staircase.  “When I saw Rachel at the door, I thought our sensations were misplaced or just plain wrong, but then she chatted with me and the more we talked, the more worried I got.”

      “What did you talk about?”  Ellie asked.  “What did she say that made you worry?”

      Angie stared into the foyer, thinking.  “It wasn’t anything in particular that she said.”

      “Does she give off negative energy?” Ellie persisted.

      “It isn’t really like that.”  Angie shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

      “You’re not that helpful.”  Ellie turned away from Angie and directed the next comment to Courtney.  “You’re unusually quiet.”

      “I’m answering all the questions you’re asking Angie in my head.”

      “Do you have better answers?”

      “Nope.”  Courtney frowned.  “I can’t put my finger on it.  Rachel is pleasant enough.  She seems like she’d probably be fun to spend time with … but, like I said, there’s something floating on the air around her.  I haven’t experienced this kind of feeling before.”

      “Great.”  Ellie seemed to deflate. “We have a wedding to put on.  I have a gown to finish.  We can’t be off solving whatever this is.”

      “Nothing’s happened yet, Miss Ellie,” Finch offered.

      Ellie’s blue eyes looked sad.  “I know you’re trying to keep me from worrying, but we all know very well something is about to happen.  This is how it starts.  Someone gets a feeling.”  Ellie made quotation marks in the air with her fingers.  “And then, off we go.”  Reaching for a lock of her hair, she absent-mindedly worried the ends with her fingers.  “Where’s Jenna?”

      “Miss Jenna went out to the carriage house to talk to Tom,” Mr. Finch reported.

      Jenna’s fiancé, Tom, had recently sold his ranch house and moved into one of the carriage house apartments until the wedding.  The carriage house had been fully renovated and repaired after the October fire that nearly razed the structure.  Now the building housed a two-car garage, a storage area, and three two-bedroom apartments, one of which was on the first floor with sliding glass doors to a small, private rear stone patio encircled with mature trees.  Tom had joked that he and Jenna might decide to sell the Queen Anne and move permanently into the carriage house.

      “Jenna isn’t going to like the fact that trouble has decided to descend on the Roseland family right before the wedding.”  Courtney winked at Mr. Finch.  “You’re included in the words ‘Roseland family.’”  Her eyes went wide and she suggested, “Why don’t you change your last name to Roseland, Mr. Finch, or at least hyphenate it so it’s clear that you are part of our family?  Jenna’s going to hyphenate hers.  You’d become Victor Roseland-Finch, or Victor Finch-Roseland.  I think I like the sound of the first one.  Then we’d have to call you Mr. Roseland-Finch all the time.  It’s kind of long, but it has a nice ring.  What do you think?”

      Finch tried to hide a smile.  “If I change it, Miss Courtney, I will allow you to shorten it to ‘Finch’ when you address me.”

      Angie said, “I can think of something more important than trying to figure out what’s going on with Rachel or changing Mr. Finch’s last name.”

      Everyone turned to Angie with looks of concern etched over their faces.

      “What is it?” Ellie asked softly.

      “Are there any more of those macarons left?  I didn’t get a chance to give my opinion.”

      Sighs of relief could be heard around the table.

      With a smile, Courtney stood.  “There’s enough for everyone.  I’ll go get the box.”

      Before she could head down the hallway, the doorbell rang causing the four people to exchange quick glances.

      “I’ll get it.”  Leaning down to peek out the foyer window, Courtney raised an eyebrow.  With her hand on the doorknob she announced, “It’s Chief Martin.”

      Angie’s heart dropped into her stomach.
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      Chief Martin entered the foyer holding his hat in his hand.  Six feet tall and a bit stocky, the man was in his mid-fifties and had known the four sisters since they were little girls visiting their nana in Sweet Cove during the summers.  “Afternoon,” the chief nodded.  Euclid and Circe hurried to the man to press against his legs requesting cheek scratches.  The chief obliged.

      “Come sit with us.”  Courtney led the way to the dining room.  “Coffee?’

      “Thanks.”  The chief sat.  “Sorry to bother.”

      Despite the worry picking at her, Angie smiled warmly.  “It’s never a bother when you come by.  You know that.”

      “How are things, Chief?” Finch asked.  “We haven’t had an evening of card playing in some time.  We must arrange it.”

      “I’d like that.”  The chief placed his hat on the seat next to him and gratefully accepted the mug of hot coffee.  “Maybe we can fit it in before the wedding.”

      “Is there something wrong, Chief?” Ellie asked gently.

      “Am I that transparent?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Courtney smiled.  “Your forehead scrunches up when you have some bad news.”

      “I don’t have bad news, well, it’s more unusual news, well, I guess it’s not news exactly.”

      All eyes fixed on the chief, everyone trying to keep their faces neutral so as not to betray their impatience waiting to hear what the chief had come to tell them.  Angie raised her eyebrows slightly and gave a little nod of encouragement.

      “Do any of you … sense anything going on in town?” the chief asked choosing his words with care.  He knew that Mr. Finch and the Roselands had special abilities.  The sisters had inherited certain skills from their nana who had used her talents many times to help the Sweet Cove police department solve crimes.  The Roselands had recently begun to follow in Nana’s footsteps.  Ever since arriving to live in Sweet Cove a year ago, the four sisters’ abilities had manifested and grown stronger and they had been called in many times by Chief Martin to assist with difficult investigations.

      “We did feel something today,” Angie folded her hands in her lap and explained what she and the others felt when Rachel rang the doorbell.  “When we were chatting with Rachel, I started to feel nervous again.”

      “Up from D.C. to work in Francine’s shop, huh?”  The chief pondered the tidbit of information.  “Renting a house on Wildewood?  Interesting.  She say what number?”

      Angie shook her head.

      “You didn’t come here to talk to us about Rachel,” Courtney observed.  “Did you?”

      “No, it’s something else.”  The chief rubbed his chin.  “Nonsense, I suppose.”

      “Tell us,” Mr. Finch said gently.

      “A woman came into the police station the past couple of days.”  The chief looked from person to person.  “She arrived in town about a week ago.  She’s renting a house in Sweet Cove until the end of September.  Every morning she takes her dog for a walk on the walking trails on the north side of town.”  The chief shifted in his seat.  “The woman claims the dog gets agitated when they get to a certain part of the path, he doesn’t want to go forward, barks, pulls on the leash wanting to cut through the trees in a different direction.”

      “This happens every day?” Courtney questioned.

      “In the same spot?” Angie asked.

      Chief Martin nodded. “That’s the claim.”

      “Are there any missing persons in the area?”  Mr. Finch couldn’t remember anyone who had been reported missing in the most recent past.

      “None in the surrounding towns.”  The chief took a sip from his mug.  “I sent a patrolman out there to the trails to have a look around.  He walked the paths and ventured into the woods in the area the woman reports the dog becomes agitated.  He said there’s no indication of anything amiss.”

      “Does the dog behave like this on a regular basis?” Ellie asked.

      “I questioned her about that.  She says the dog is fairly docile everywhere else.”

      “Is there anything … odd … about this woman?” Angie wondered.  “Is she looking for attention?  Could she have a history of doing this kind of thing?”

      “I thought about that.  She doesn’t seem like a kook.  She worked as a lawyer until retiring recently.  I could give a ring to the local police in her hometown just to be sure.”  Chief Martin looked up at the cats perched on the China cabinet.  “The cats don’t seem concerned.”

      “Well, you are reporting on the behavior of a dog.”  Courtney held the chief’s eyes.  “Euclid and Circe, they like dogs, but they’re of the opinion that dogs tend to be kind of silly.”

      “Oh,” the chief said, then narrowed his eyes.  “How do you know that?”

      Courtney shrugged a shoulder.  “It’s just how they are.”

      Angie leaned forward.  “Do you give this woman’s reports any weight?  Do you think something’s going on?”

      “I can’t outright dismiss the reports.  That’s why I sent the officer out to check the area.”  The chief cleared his throat.  “I wondered if any of you, you know, felt something.”

      “Do you want us to go walk the trails?” Angie asked.  “See if we can pick up on anything?”

      Relief showed on Chief Martin’s face.  “It might be helpful.  If you don’t mind doing it.  I’d come along, of course.”

      “Do you need all of us?”  Ellie often preferred to leave such things to her sisters.

      “Whoever has the time.  It isn’t necessary for all of you to go.”

      “Angie and I can do it.” Courtney looked at Finch.  “Would the trails be too hard for you, Mr. Finch?”

      “I would be happy to come along if you could drive over and park beside the trails.  I’d wait for you there while you hike around.  I will walk around the car a little bit.”

      “When would you like to make the visit?” Angie asked.

      “How about right now?” Chief Martin asked.

      The cats jumped down to the floor as Mr. Finch stood up and said, “No time like the present.  I will get my jacket.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Angie drove Mr. Finch, Courtney, Circe, and Euclid in Ellie’s van following behind Chief Martin’s patrol car several miles to the north to the wooded section of town where bike and walking trails meandered through the forest.  The paths had once been railways used by former passenger and freight trains and the lines had been abandoned many years ago.  A volunteer group had reclaimed the rail beds and over time had turned them into an extensive system of trails that were now enjoyed for passive recreation.

      The van bumped along the dirt path to a small parking area near an entrance to the trails and came to a stop.  Euclid stood tall on the center console peering out the front window.

      Chief Martin emerged from his car and joined Finch and the sisters.  “Here’s where we can enter the area.  It’s not too far down the path where the woman claims her dog starts to have a fit.”

      The van door was still open and the cats sat staring out at the woods.  Euclid’s hair stood up along his ruff.  Circe’s black tail swished back and forth across the short carpet on the vehicle’s floor as she turned her face to pick up on the smells floating on the air.

      “I’ll stay with the cats,” Mr. Finch said.  “I might walk around a little, but I will stay in sight of the van.”

      “Do you have your phone, Mr. Finch?” Angie asked.  “In case you need to call us or we need to call you.”

      Finch patted his jacket pocket.  “Right here, Miss Angie.  I have you on speed dial.”

      After confirming that they wouldn’t be out of touch with Mr. Finch, the walkers headed down the trail.  The setting sun caused looming shadows to lean over the paths and a chill settled in the air.

      “Was this the best time to come out here?” Angie took a quick look over her shoulder and ran her hands over her bare arms.  “Maybe we should have waited until tomorrow.”

      Courtney led the way down the trail.  “Don’t worry.  It’s fine, Sis.  Chief Martin will protect us from the bogey-man.”

      The chief pointed to a brook off to the side of the trail.  “Here we are.  This is where the woman said the dog gets upset.  Up ahead there’s a fork in the path.  Officer Talbot walked in both directions for quite a while.  He checked the area of woods on both sides from here to the fork.  Nothing.”

      Angie moved a little further up the footpath looking from side to side as she walked.  Courtney did the same, strolling along, gazing into the woods.

      “Have you got your bearings?” the chief asked as he pointed.  “This way heads towards the center of town.  Silver Cove is that way.”  He gestured in the opposite direction.  “Walking in this direction would bring you to the small neighborhoods off of North Way.”

      Angie stopped and turned.  “That would include Wildewood Road, where Rachel is going to rent.”

      The chief nodded.

      “Maybe there’s a nest of squirrels or something up in one of these trees and the dog smells them.”  Courtney had her head tilted back and her hands on her hips.  “Just because the dog goes nuts here doesn’t mean that something evil is lurking.  The dog probably sniffs something interesting when he reaches this spot.”

      “Something interesting, huh?”  Unease pulsed through Angie’s body and she knew it wasn’t because the light was fading and she didn’t like being in the woods at dusk.

      The chief picked up on Angie’s nervous energy.  “Shall we go back?”

      “I think so.  It will be dark soon.”

      The chief and Angie walked for several yards next to each other when Angie noticed Courtney wasn’t with them.  Glancing back to where they’d come from, she could see her sister standing still on the trail peering into the woods.

      “Courtney?”

      The youngest Roseland sister shook herself.  “I’m coming.”

      Approaching the small lot, the three could hear the cats howling in the van.  Mr. Finch stood next to the open door with his phone in his hand when he noticed the trio emerge from the trail.  “I was about to call you.”  He nodded towards the cats.  “This just started, but I don’t know what precipitated it.”

      Angie hurried to the van.  “Stop it, you two.  Carrying on like this doesn’t help anything.  Hush now.”

      “Did somebody walk by?” Courtney questioned.  “Could that have set them off?”

      “I saw no one.”  Finch appeared dumbfounded.  “I’ve been alone.  No hikers, no animals, no cars.  It seems they began to howl without provocation.”

      “Without provocation by anything we can see or sense,” Courtney pointed out.

      Mr. Finch said, “They always have a reason when they behave this way.  I am baffled as to the cause, however.”

      The cats let out one last hiss and then were quiet.

      Chief Martin spoke up as a worried look washed over his face.  “Could it be the same reason why that woman’s dog starts acting up when they go on the trail?”  He eyed the cats.

      “You know….”  Courtney took a look at the entrance to the trails.  “When we were about to head back, I got a funny feeling.  I can’t explain it.  A breeze picked up and my skin started to feel odd.”

      “I felt the odd sensation, too.”  Angie took a step towards her sister.   “I had a powerful urge to come back to the van.”

      “It’s a good thing you did.”  Finch nodded to the cats sitting on the second row of seats in the van.  “Otherwise, I might have lost some of my hearing from the howling.”

      “If anyone was lurking around here,” the chief noted, “then the cats probably scared them away.”  Chief Martin made plans to meet the sisters and Finch at the Victorian the next day to talk.  “Thanks for coming out.  I appreciate it.”

      On the drive back to the B and B, Courtney asked in a near whisper, “Did your skin feel funny back there?”

      Angie nodded, not taking her eyes from the road.  “It felt uncomfortable, tight.  Almost like I had a bad sunburn.”

      “What does it mean?” Courtney asked running her hands up and down her arms.

      “I don’t know.”  Angie narrowed her eyes.  “But I bet we won’t have to wait long to find out.”
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      Rachel raced into the foyer.  “My car won’t start and I’m supposed to meet the person to get the key to the rental house.  Would anyone be able to give me a ride over there?”

      Angie was coming down the staircase when Rachel burst through the front door.  She’d closed the bake shop for the day and had just showered and changed.  “I can drive you over.”

      Wearing her apron from the candy store, Courtney walked in behind Rachel.  “Where’s the fire?”

      Rachel looked confused.  “What?”

      “You seem like you’re in a hurry.”  Courtney pulled the apron over her head.

      “Her car won’t start.  I’m going to drive her over to the rental house.”  Angie gave her sister a pointed look.  “Why don’t you come along?”

      Courtney was about to answer in the negative when she saw the expression on Angie’s face.  The rental house wasn’t far from the rail trails they’d explored the previous evening.  Courtney knew her sister would feel better to have a family member along when she drove over to the house.  “Sure, I’ll come.  Mr. Finch and I were going to watch a crime movie, but I’ll tell him to come by a little later.”

      It only took ten minutes to drive to Wildewood Road and when Angie made the turn, Rachel leaned forward and pointed.  “There it is.”

      A small, neatly tended ranch house with an attached apartment sat nestled amid pine trees on a good-sized lot at the end of a long driveway.  A blue sedan was parked near the house and a tall, slim red-haired woman came out from the side door of the house when Angie pulled in next to the car.

      “I’m Rachel.”  Rachel extended her hand to shake with the red-head.

      “Elise Wender.  I checked out the house.  Everything is in order.”

      When she first saw Elise come out of the ranch, Angie had underestimated the woman’s age.  Elise’s slim build and perky, energetic step caused Angie to think she was probably in her thirties, but seeing her up close it was more likely that Elise was in her mid to late-fifties.  Angie didn’t recognize the woman from town and wondered if she was the owner of the home or maybe a property manager.

      “Here are the keys.”  Elise smiled at Rachel and gestured to the door.  “Why don’t we go inside and you can sign the papers.”

      Everyone entered a huge country kitchen that opened to a large living room with a stone fireplace.  Half the space had comfortable sofas and chairs clustered around the fireplace and on the other side of the room was a long wooden dining table near a wall of windows.

      “This is great.”  Rachel’s eyes widened with surprise.  “It’s so much nicer than the photos.  Who lives on the other side, in the apartment?”

      Elise took a pen from her purse and put it on the counter.  “No one lives there so you won’t be disturbed by any noise coming from that side.  My brother kept the apartment for me when I came up to visit.  I used it only occasionally.”  Elise’s nose crinkled.  “It’s too small.  I usually stayed in a hotel.”

      Paperwork was spread over the kitchen island and Elise indicated where Rachel needed to sign.  Courtney and Angie wandered around the rooms while Rachel read the pages and initialed and signed her name.

      “How do you feel?” Courtney whispered.

      “On edge,” Angie nodded to the kitchen door.  “Want to walk around outside?”

      The sisters told Rachel they’d meet her in the yard and then stepped out and strolled around the front of the house.

      “It’s been kept up nicely even though it’s a rental,” Courtney observed.  “The yard’s really big.  I hope Rachel doesn’t have to do the mowing.”

      The girls turned around when they heard Elise’s voice rattling on to Rachel about where to put the trash cans and which days the trash was picked up.  Courtney and Angie fell in behind the two women as they walked to the rear of the house.  A growing sense of anxiety nagged at Angie making her want to get out of there and go home.

      “Do you live in the area?” Angie asked Elise trying to focus her mind on something other than her odd feelings of discomfort.

      “I just arrived today.  My brother owned this place and three other houses in Silver Cove.  He recently passed away and I inherited his properties.  I decided to continue to rent some of the places until I decide what to do with everything.  This house’s renter didn’t renew the lease so I advertised it as available for the summer.”

      “Where are you from?” Courtney asked.

      “Boston.  This is too far away for me to properly keep an eye on things.  I’ll either sell off the houses or I’ll hire a property manager.  We’ll see how the next few months go.”  Elise pointed to a shed and said to Rachel, “The mower is in there along with some gardening tools.  You can keep what you want to in the shed, a bike or whatever.  I’m setting up with a landscaper to take care of the grass.  He’ll need to have access to the mower so don’t block it with your things.”

      “Oh, there’s a garage.”  Rachel noticed the large three-car garage at the side of the yard.  “Am I allowed to park in there?”

      “I’m afraid not.  The thing is full of junk.  The last tenant told me it’s been locked up for ages.  My brother used it as a workshop and to store some cars.  It’s locked up now and I’d appreciate it if you don’t try to go in there.  When I get around to it, I’m going to arrange to have it cleaned out so don’t be alarmed if you see someone back there working on it.”  Elise sighed.  “But I have so much to do, it probably won’t happen until you’ve moved out.”

      Elise asked Rachel if she had any questions, and when Rachel shook her head, the older woman shook hands and started for her car.  “My number is on the paperwork.  I’ll be in the area for the next five days, then I’ll leave you a number for a caretaker should there be any problems.  Give me a call if you need anything.”

      Rachel had a grin from ear to ear.  “I love it.  I’ve never had such a good-sized house and such a big yard.”  She turned in a circle.  “I’m going to plant a vegetable garden and I’ll get some chairs so I can sit out here under the shade trees.”

      Angie couldn’t help but smile at how happy Rachel was.

      “Do you mind if I take a few minutes to look around inside the house?  I want to make some notes about what I need to pick up at the store.”

      “That’s fine.” Angie nodded.  “Courtney and I will stay outside.  Let us know when you’re ready to leave.”

      When the sisters sat down on a stone wall that marked the right side boundary of the property, Courtney asked in a low voice, “What do you feel, Sis?”

      “Like I’d like to get out of here.”

      “I feel the same.”  Courtney breathed deeply attempting to shake off the sense of increasing dread she was experiencing.  “I wish we brought the cats.”

      “What is it that’s picking at us?”  Angie glanced around.  “This is a peaceful spot, it’s a well-taken care of house.  What could be wrong?”

      “Well, maybe a dead body buried in the basement?”  Courtney tried to be jovial.

      Angie groaned.  “Why would that woman’s dog get all jumpy on the trail?  The spot where it happens isn’t far from here.”  She stood up.  “I wonder if there’s access to the trail from the woods.”

      “Oh, no.”  Courtney stayed sitting.  “I don’t want to go in the woods.”

      “Just a little way.  We can peek through the bushes for an entry point.  The trails must run parallel to this yard.”  Angie pulled on her sister’s arm.  “Come on.”

      The girls walked along the back edge of the property looking for a path that might lead to the rail trails.  “Right here.”  Angie’s voice held a tinge of excitement as she stepped into the brush.  “It’s overgrown, but I bet this leads back to the trail system.”

      “I think we should stay in the yard.”  Courtney looked back hoping to see Rachel emerge from the house.

      “Just a little ways.”

      After walking about two hundred yards pushing back tree limbs and bushes, the sisters reached the trails.  “That was easy,” Angie said.  “You can see Rachel’s house through the growth.  Let’s walk a bit down the path.”

      After following Angie for less than five minutes and not seeing anything of note, Courtney suggested they return to the yard and the two headed back to the rental house.  Coming through the woods closer to the right-side property line than when they first left the yard, the sisters walked towards the old garage and Courtney stopped short.  “Oh,” she said lifting her hand to her forehead.  “I feel funny, dizzy.”

      Angie gripped her arm.  “Do you want to sit down?”

      “Let’s keep going.”  Courtney’s voice shook.  “I want to get out of here.”  Tears showed at the corners of her eyes.

      Helping Courtney move past the garage, a sudden sense of impending doom washed over Angie and she stumbled.

      “Are you okay?” Courtney whispered.

      “I feel weird.”  Thinking something may have happened to Rachel, Angie called out for her and a few seconds later, the young woman opened the back door of the house.

      “Did you call me?”

      Relieved to see her, Angie forced a smile.  “We need to get back to the Victorian soon.”

      “I’ll just be another minute.”  Rachel ducked back inside.

      Courtney sank onto the stone wall near the driveway and looked back to the woods.  “What the heck is going on?”

      “Sit tight.  I’m going to walk around the garage.”

      “Don’t leave my line of sight.”  Courtney rubbed at her temple.

      Trying to calm her breathing, Angie moved towards the garage, but the closer she got, the harder her heart pounded.  She could see that the doors on the building didn’t go up like regular garage doors, these seemed to open by sliding to the sides like barn doors.  A large, rusty metal lock was attached to the shank that swung over both of the handles and looked like it hadn’t been opened in some time.

      Angie reached her hand out to touch the lock, but she pulled back before her fingers could make contact.  She blew out a breath, annoyed by the cold grip of fear that had hold of her, and she walked around the side of the structure.

      Overgrown bushes pressed against the large garage causing Angie to have to push at them in order to get close to a grimy window set in the wall.  With slow steps, she sidled up to the building and stood on tiptoes to peer inside.

      The space was packed with old tools, a broken-down snow blower, boxes piled high, a table saw, a couple of beat-up bicycles, lawn tools, a motorcycle missing its front tire, and an old sedan parked amid the rubble at the far end of the garage.  Angie’s throat tightened and she lifted her hand to her Adam’s apple.  Thinking the dust and pollen was the cause of the feeling, she coughed several times to clear her throat.  Her tongue seemed to be swelling at the back of her mouth and panic flooded her body.  Stumbling past the bushes, Angie rushed away from the building sucking in breaths of air trying to reverse the constriction of her membranes.

      Seeing the alarm on her sister’s face, Courtney hurried to Angie’s side.  “What is it?  Did you get stung by a hornet?  Are you having an allergic reaction?”

      The further they moved from the garage, the more the tightness in Angie’s throat lessened.  By the time they reached the stone wall, she could breathe normally again.  “I’m okay.”

      The side door of the house slapped shut and Rachel used her key to lock up.  “I’m all set.  Thanks for waiting.”

      Angie ran her hand over her face and tried to compose herself as she turned and smiled at Rachel.  “Great.”

      Walking to the car, arm and arm, Angie leaned close to Courtney.  “There’s something wrong in that garage.”
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      The group sat in the family room at the back of the house eating vegetarian tacos, beef burritos, Mexican rice, and roasted corn while Courtney and Angie brought the others up to speed about how they felt when walking on the rail trails and standing near the garage at Rachel’s rental house on Wildewood Road.

      “It’s that garage then, isn’t it?” Jenna spoke.  “Whatever is wrong in that structure must spill over to the area near the trails.  That woman’s dog must sense something is wrong when it gets to a certain point on the path.  It’s all because of that garage.”

      “What are you going to do about it?”  Worry etched over Ellie’s face.

      “I’m going to call Chief Martin after dinner,” Angie said.  “We’ll see how he wants to handle it.”

      Ellie went to the side table to get another helping of rice.  “What’s in there anyway?  What could make you feel so … strange?”

      “I don’t even want to guess.”  Courtney had her legs hanging over the arm of the chair with her dinner plate balanced on her lap.

      “It might not be anything tangible,” Mr. Finch pondered out loud.  “Perhaps whatever happened in the garage a long time ago still lingers on the air.”

      “Interesting.”  Ellie stared across the room thinking over Mr. Finch’s suggestion.  “How would it do that though?”

      “I have no idea.”  Mr. Finch let Circe lick a bit of sour cream from his finger.  “Did Miss Rachel sense anything?  Did the place bother her at all?”

      “No, she was a happy camper.”  Courtney handed Euclid a bit of beef from her burrito.  “Rachel was oblivious to the trouble.  She didn’t even notice Angie’s or my distress.”

      “That’s for the best.”  Finch nodded.

      Angie sat up.  “Rachel isn’t in any danger is she?”

      “I don’t think so,” Courtney said.  “It must be something lingering on the air like Mr. Finch said.  Maybe a crime was committed on the property.  Maybe a murder weapon is hidden inside the garage.  Or,” Courtney smiled, “maybe there’s a ghost in there.”

      Jenna’s eyes went wide.

      “Speaking of a ghost,” Angie said to Jenna.  “Has anything odd happened in your house lately?  Has Katrina been up to anything?”

      “I feel she’s in the house, but she’s being quiet.”  Jenna’s brow furrowed.  “She hasn’t done anything.  I wonder if she’s angry about something.”

      “What’s to be angry about?” Ellie looked concerned.

      “The wedding?” Jenna suggested.

      “Katrina knows you’ve been planning your wedding.” Angie sipped from her glass of iced tea.  “She knows Tom.  She’s never shown any disapproval of your plans.”

      “Maybe because the wedding is so soon Katrina is starting to get … what?”  Ellie put her plate on the coffee table.  “She can’t be jealous and she’s always seemed to like Jenna.  I don’t think her mischief with the necklace has anything to do with Tom and Jenna’s wedding.”

      “I’m inclined to agree.”  Angie thought about what had been going on.  “Don’t you think it’s odd that Katrina hid Jenna’s necklace under the mattress at the same time that this thing with the spooky garage started?”

      “You think the two events are linked, Miss Angie?”  Finch looked over his glass frames at the honey-blond.

      Excitement showed in Courtney’s eyes.  “That is a cool idea.”  When she swung her legs off the arm of the chair and placed her feet on the floor, Euclid jumped onto the young woman’s lap.  “How could they be linked?  Let’s think.”

      “Katrina might know what happened in the garage,” Angie said.

      “She might be trying to warn Jenna of something.”  Courtney patted the big orange boy.  “I wonder what would happen if Jenna approached the garage.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”  Ellie nervously braided and unbraided a section of her hair.

      “Sure it is,” Courtney said.  “Especially if there’s a ghost at the rental house.  The ghost might make contact with Jenna and then we could use that information to figure out what’s going on.”

      Jenna groaned.  “I can’t get involved with all this.  I have too much to do.  The wedding is coming fast.”

      Angie said gently, “It might be helpful if you could come with us if Chief Martin wants our input.”

      “I’ll come.”  Jenna nodded to her twin sister and gave an impish grin.  “On one condition.  You have to help me make the bridesmaid’s jewelry.”

      “I have to make my own?” Angie said with mock indignation.

      Jenna shrugged.  “That’s the price you have to pay.  My paranormal skills are in big demand, you know.”

      Courtney laughed and rolled her eyes. “Yes, big demand.”

      Angie’s phone rang and she picked it up to look at the caller ID.  “It’s Rachel.”  She stepped into the hallway to take the call.  When Angie came back into the family room, her eyes were like saucers and her breathing was fast and shallow.  “Rachel.  I could barely understand her.  She’s practically hysterical.  She wants us to come right now.”  Angie’s hand shook as she put the phone on the table.

      Jenna stood up.  “Why?  Did she manage to tell you what’s going on?”

      Angie shook her head and reached for her sweater.  She glanced around the room.  “Who’s coming with me?”

      Everyone hurried after Angie as she rushed to the front door.  Knowing Ellie would prefer to stay at home and avoid whatever was happening at Rachel’s, Angie grabbed the keys to Ellie’s van and said, “Call Chief Martin.  Tell him where we’re going and why.  Tell him what Courtney and I felt at the garage.”
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* * *

      In the growing darkness, the Roselands and Finch could see Rachel sitting on the front steps of the ranch house with her head in her hands. She leapt to her feet when the van pulled down the driveway and came to a stop.  A wind had picked up and Angie noticed clouds racing across the sky and the scent of coming rain in the air.

      “What is it?” Angie touched the young woman’s arm as Rachel brushed at her tear-stained cheeks.  The question caused a torrent of tears to start and Rachel’s body shook as she tried to tell the Roseland sisters and Mr. Finch what was causing her distress.  Babbling without relaying any important information, Rachel suddenly turned and vomited into the grass.  Mr. Finch handed Rachel a handkerchief.

      “Did someone hurt you?” Jenna asked with concern.

      Gasping for breath, Rachel shook her head and pointed in the direction of the garage.

      “Is someone in back?” Courtney stood straight.  “Is someone threatening you?”

      “The garage.” Rachel managed to squeeze the words from her throat.

      “I’ll stay with Miss Rachel,” Finch said making eye contact with the others.

      A police car arrived and Chief Martin strode across the lawn.

      Angie stepped forward to meet him. “Rachel said something about the garage.”

      The chief introduced himself and asked, “What’s happened that’s upset you?”

      Another flood started making it impossible for Rachel to reply, but again she pointed to the side yard beyond the house.  In a few moments, she squeaked, “A body.”

      Chief Martin moved his hand to his holster.  “Is anyone back there with the body?”

      Rachel shook her head.

      “Mr. Finch, would you mind bringing Ms. Marsten inside while we take a look out back?”

      “I’d be happy to.” Mr. Finch clutched his cane with one hand and held his other arm for Rachel to take hold of and the two shuffled towards the house while the chief, Angie, Jenna, and Courtney moved cautiously to the garage.

      “Stay back until I get a look.”  Chief Martin flicked his flashlight on and held his gun in his hand.  One of the garage doors had been slid back, and the chief stepped inside.

      A floodlight positioned on the back of the house illuminated the yard and the front of the garage.  Angie slid her arms around her sisters’ waists as they waited for what seemed like hours.  A light came on inside the garage and in a few seconds, the chief emerged and waved the young women forward.

      Angie’s heart pounded with such force she thought everyone must be able to hear it.  What was in there?  The sisters hesitated, then they each took deep breaths and began to walk.

      The chief’s pale face looked even whiter in the glare of the spotlight.  His facial muscles sagged and his jaw tensed.  “Things never cease to amaze and appall me.”  He needed a second to go on.  “There’s a body in the backseat of that old car in there.  It’s been there a long time.”  The chief made eye contact with each sister.  “I’d appreciate it if you’d have a look, but I understand if you can’t.”

      Courtney pulled herself up to full height.  “It’s okay.  We’ve seen plenty.  We can do it.”  She turned to check her sisters’ faces to be sure they agreed.

      Angie swallowed to clear her throat.  “Yes, we want to help.”

      As Jenna gave a nod, she gripped Angie’s hand.  “Let’s go.”
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      The sisters stood outside the van.  Mr. Finch sat on the backseat with the side door open.  After the three young women had entered the garage and inspected what was inside, Chief Martin escorted them back out and asked Mr. Finch if he might have a look.

      Investigators and the coroner had been called and authorities bustled about setting up lights, photographing the interior of the garage, and poring over the vehicle and its contents.

      Angie couldn’t believe her eyes when she, Jenna, and Courtney had picked their way through the junk in the building and reached the car.  In the back of the vehicle, the fully-clothed, withered and shrunken mummified body of what looked to be a man lay prone on the seat.  No one said a word, they just stood staring at the man, amazed that he had been dead so long that he now resembled an Egyptian mummy.  Stunned by the discovery, no one had said much.

      Rachel was inside the house speaking with a detective.  Even though the landlady told her not to go in the garage, Rachel wanted somewhere to store her suitcases and boxes and thought it would be okay to put them in the garage temporarily.  She found some old keys in the shed and decided to try them, admitting that she hoped to be able to park her car in the garage and thought that if she worked to clean out the structure, parking in there would happen sooner than later.  Angie guessed Rachel would never attempt that sort of thing again.

      “How long has that … man … been in there?” Jenna shuddered.

      “If the body was stored in a warm, dry spot,” Mr. Finch said, “it would not take as long as you think for the body to become, ah, mummified.”

      “How long?” Angie asked.

      “Two years, perhaps.”

      “Really?  I thought he must have been dead for like a hundred years.” Courtney watched the comings and goings of law enforcement officers.  “It is a he, isn’t it?”

      Finch gave a nod.  “The clothing on the body would indicate a man.”

      “Why the heck is he on the backseat of an old car in somebody’s garage?”  Courtney shook her head.

      “There are two main questions,” Finch said.  “Who is the man and who killed him.”

      Angie said, “I’ll add a third … how did he get in the garage?  He wasn’t killed in the garage, was he?  It’s not that hot and dry in there to, you know, mummify him.  Is it?”

      “Chief Martin will tell us.”  Jenna wrapped her arms around herself to ward off the evening chill.  “He’ll get the reports from the coroner and the investigators.”

      Another car drove up to the house and an officer and the landlady, Elise Wender, got out of the car.  Elise wore jeans and an old sweatshirt and her face looked pinched and drawn.  She glanced at the sisters as the police officer escorted her to the small tent that had been set up in the backyard.  The flap was held back for her and Elise disappeared inside.

      “Did she do it?” Courtney asked.

      “What about her brother?  He’s more likely the murderer,” Jenna said, “since he owned this place for years.

      “That’s what Elise said anyway.” Angie kept her eyes on the tent.

      “You don’t believe her?”  Jenna faced her sister.

      “Who knows what to believe?” A sad frown pulled at Angie’s mouth.  “Sometimes people tell lies.”

      Finch sighed.  “It seems we will have our work cut out for us.”

      “Maybe the police will figure it out right away.”  Jenna looked hopeful.  “Maybe they won’t need us at all.”

      Three pairs of eyes stared at the tall brunette, their expressions skeptical.

      “We can hope.”  Jenna gave a little shrug.

      “In the face of all we’ve seen,” Mr. Finch smiled, “we have never given up hope.”  Finch made eye contact with the three sisters.  “And despite seeing more than our share of trouble, deep in my heart, I know that most people in our beautiful world are good.”

      Courtney reached into the van and gave Finch a hug.  “I’m glad you’re with us, Mr. Finch.  You always make me feel better.”

      Chief Martin crossed to the group with a heavy step.  “So.  Any thoughts?”

      Angie swallowed hard.  “I haven’t even processed my impressions yet.  The situation is so odd.  It was a surprise to see the body like that.”

      “I think we need some time to sort things out.”  Jenna shivered as the wind whipped through the tops of the trees with a mournful moan.

      You know,” Courtney offered, “I didn’t feel dizzy or anything when we went into the garage.  When Angie and I were here earlier, I was so lightheaded I could barely stand.”

      Finch stroked his chin.  “Perhaps whatever caused your earlier sensations was trying to get your attention when you were here the first time.  When you returned this evening, there was no need to pick at you since you had arrived to help.”

      Courtney thought about Finch’s theory and decided it was a possibility.

      “Um.”  The chief shifted from foot to foot with a puzzled look on his face.  “So.”

      “What would you like us to do?” Angie asked.

      “Ah.  I think it would be helpful if you talked to Ms. Marsten … ask some questions about why she wanted to come to town, what she plans to do when summer ends.  See if you think her intentions are aboveboard.”

      “You think there’s more to what she’s told us?”  Jenna tilted her head.

      “Is it just coincidence that Ms. Marsten arrived on the day the body was discovered?  I can’t rule anything or anyone out right now.”

      “Anything else you want us to do?” Angie asked.

      “Talk with the landlady.  Who knows if her story is true.  We’ll be looking into information on the deceased brother, try to piece together what kind of life he led, see if things match up with what the landlady is telling us.”  The chief looked back to the bustle going on around the garage.  “We all know that people are sometimes more forthcoming with you than they are with law enforcement.  If we put all of our skills together, we should get this solved fast.”

      A shudder of anxiety tickled Angie’s back.  Not fast enough.

      “The body will be transported to the coroner’s office for testing.  There will be an autopsy.”  The chief’s face was somber.  “Would you consider visiting the body either at the morgue or once it’s released to the funeral home?”

      Angie’s stomach clenched.

      “Why would that be helpful?” Jenna asked.

      “I don’t think it could hurt.”  Despite the cool evening temperature, the chief removed a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped some beads of sweat from his forehead.  “I’m getting too old for this.”  Stuffing the cloth back into his pocket, he said, “Since you felt something here today and when you were on the trails, maybe you could pick up something from the body.  I don’t know how your, ah, skills work, but the body, or its spirit….”  The chief shook his head.  “Oh, heck … I don’t know, but something seemed to be reaching out to you.  Maybe sitting with the body, you might learn something of value.”

      “I see.”  Angie dreaded the idea, but would do what she could to help.

      “I wonder.”  Finch spoke.  “It might be better to make a visit before the body is tampered with by the medical examiner.  If something of the man’s spirit is still here, it might not linger for long.  It’s just a thought.”

      “Okay.”  Chief Martin gave a quick nod.  “I’ll see about getting you in before the examination begins.”

      Someone called to the chief from the garage and he nodded and started away.  “As always, thanks for your help.  I’ll give you a ring tomorrow.”

      “This case is different than usual.”  Angie leaned against the side of the van.  “A lingering spirit?”  She groaned and shook her head.  “It kind of creeps me out.”

      Courtney’s eyes lit up.  “I think it’s kind of cool.  And anyway, why is it any different than Jenna seeing or sensing ghosts?”

      “I don’t know.”  Angie rubbed her shoulder trying to release the built-up tension.  “It just feels different.”

      Jenna heard the side door of the house close with a bang and looked up to see Rachel headed their way.  The young woman’s face looked like rubber and her eyes were red as beets.  Fatigue pulled at her eyelids.

      “Do you have a spare room at the B and B?  I can’t stay here tonight.”  Rachel pushed her hair back from her face with both hands.  “I’ll sleep in my car if I have to.”

      Angie gave the young woman a hug.  “I’ll check with Ellie.”  She stepped to the side to give her sister a call.

      “It’s been a tough night.”  Jenna gave a weak smile.

      Courtney wanted to get Rachel talking.  “Did the police give you any information about what happened?”

      Rachel wrapped her arms around herself.  “All they did was ask me a million questions.  Do they think I know something about this?  How would I know anything?  I only got here today.  I’m so exhausted I feel like I could fall asleep standing up.  I’m afraid that when I do close my eyes and try to sleep, I’ll keep seeing that man.  I’ll dream about it … I just know I will.”

      Angie came back to the group.  “Ellie says to come to the B and B.  She’ll make up a room for you.”

      “Thank heavens.”  Rachel’s eyes filled with tears of relief.  “Did the police talk to you?  Do you have to stay longer?”

      “We were just about to leave,” Jenna said.

      “I’ll go inside and get a few things.  I’ll meet you at the B and B.”  Rachel thanked the Roselands again and hurried into the house.

      Jenna looked at her sisters.  “When Rachel arrived at the B and B yesterday, you both felt some anxiety about her.  Finding the body must have been the cause of your concerns, right?  It mustn’t have anything to do with Rachel herself being up to no good.  Don’t you think?”

      Angie and Courtney didn’t say a word.

      Finch buckled his seat belt.  “Time will tell, Miss Jenna.  Time will tell.”
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      “We need to plan a game night soon.”  Angie placed a mug of black coffee in front of Tom.  “I think everyone could use a break, especially Chief Martin.”

      The bake shop buzzed with early-morning activity as regulars and tourists came and went, with people sitting at tables with friends and family or standing in line waiting for take-out orders.

      Tom took a sip from his mug.  “That’s a great idea.  With the wedding plans and now with this….”  Tom glanced around the bake shop from his perch on the counter stool.  “With this new stuff that’s going on, a night of fun would be welcome.  I don’t know how the chief handles the job.  It would get to me.  It would pull me down.”  Tom had his own construction and renovation business and was a master craftsman.  He loved the process of building and creating beautiful spaces.

      Angie agreed.  “I know the chief feels it’s his duty to take care of the town, but really, how much can one man take?”  She lowered her voice to a whisper.  “I feel that we all need to use our skills for good and I’m happy to help the police, but there are times when I wish our abilities would just vanish.”

      Tom nodded, holding his mug between his two hands.  “I know what you mean.  Having these skills of yours can be a burden.  Jenna is still bothered that our ghost put the wedding necklace under the mattress.  She doesn’t understand why.  She’s been trying to figure it out.”

      “I haven’t talked to her about that for a couple of days.”  Angie worked the espresso machine while she chatted.  “Does she have any theories?”

      Tom gave a shrug.  “All we’ve been able to come up with is either Katrina is angry about the wedding or she was playing a joke.”

      “I bet Jenna isn’t satisfied with those ideas.”  Angie placed a cover on the take out espresso cup and rang up the order for the waiting customer.

      Giving Angie a smile, Tom said, “You know your twin sister well.”

      “It’s odd, isn’t it?”  Angie leaned on the counter.  “Katrina has never done anything like that before.”

      “Jenna has also been wondering if Katrina is trying to send her a message.”

      “What sort?” Angie’s eyes narrowed.

      Tom lifted his hand palm side up.  “That is unknown.”  Checking over his shoulders again to be sure no one could hear him, Tom added, “But it is strange that the necklace was hidden under the mattress at the same time Rachel showed up and that body was found.”

      “Hmmm.”  Angie moved away to wait on some customers and when she returned to Tom, she said, “We’ll need to keep all of this in mind.  Things could be linked.”

      “Stranger things have happened.”  Tom stood up.  “See you tonight at dinner.  I need to get a move on.”

      When Tom was going out the door, he passed Betty Hayes, a Sweet Cove Realtor and Mr. Finch’s sweetheart, coming in.  Betty rushed to the counter and took Tom’s vacated stool.  The woman was always in constant motion, rushing off to show a house, texting on her phone, or buzzing about town gossip.

      “Good morning,” Angie smiled.  “You’re late.  I wondered if you were sick,” Angie kidded.  “The usual?”  Betty was often the first customer of the day at the bake shop knocking on the door before they even opened.

      Betty nodded and put her phone on the counter.  “I got tied up.  Have you heard the news?”

      Angie’s eyebrows raised.

      “Don’t act coy.  I know you Roselands are among the first to hear the town news.”

      “Do you mean the body?” Angie placed a large take-out cup in front of Betty.  The news had traveled like wild fire and it was being discussed by almost everyone in the shop.

      “Yes, the body.”  Betty put her hand on her ample chest.  “Can you imagine?” she groaned.  “Walking into that garage and finding a mummy.”

      “Well,” Angie said.  “It’s not really a mummy and yes, I can imagine because Jenna, Courtney, Mr. Finch, and I did just that.”

      “Did what?”  Betty’s eyebrows knitted together.

      “Walked into the garage and saw the body.”

      Betty’s mouth dropped open.  “Victor?  Victor was there?  Oh, my.  Is he alright?”

      “He’s fine.  Mr. Finch is a sweetie, but in a crisis, the man is made of steel.”

      Betty was about to leap to her feet.  “I must go see him.  Why didn’t Victor call me?  Are you sure he’s alright?”  A scowl formed on the woman’s face.  “Wait.  Why were all of you at that house?”

      Angie explained about Rachel.  “She called us in a tizzy, right after finding the body.  She was so upset that I couldn’t understand what she was saying so we all raced over.  Ellie called Chief Martin and asked him to meet us at the house.”

      “Humph.”  Betty’s scowl turned into a frown.  “That’s what happens when you try to save a few dollars and don’t use an experienced Realtor.  That landlady doesn’t know what she’s doing.  If I had been retained to assist, I assure you this never would have happened.”

      Angie grinned.  “You’re a crime fighter now?”

      “What?”

      “The man has been dead for years.  How could you do anything about that?”

      Betty sniffed.  “For heaven’s sake, Angie, I couldn’t prevent that crime.  I mean I would have thoroughly checked out the place before renting it to someone.  People can’t rent willy-nilly.  There are standards to uphold.  I am trained and experienced.  When an amateur makes an attempt to do a job they aren’t qualified to do, things happen.”  Betty leaned forward.  “Terrible things.”

      Angie decided to steer the conversation in a different direction.  “Did you know the man who owned that house?  I understand he’d rented it out for years.”

      “I’d met him several times.”  Betty checked her phone.  “I warned him about what could happen if he acted as his own property manager.  He was not trained, you know.  I tried to convince him to hire me, but….”  She waved her hand in the air.  “People think this job is easy.”  She gave a snort.  “And there you have it.”

      “What was his name, the man who owned the rental?”

      Betty looked up at the ceiling thinking.  “Leon.  Leon Drapper.”

      “How old do you think he was?”

      Betty tapped her index finger against her chin.  “The last time I saw him was last year.  I’d say he was probably sixty.”  Giving Angie the eye, she said, “I know that young people think that is old.  It isn’t.  I’m more energetic now than I ever was.  We elect presidents in their seventies.  Heads of companies are in their seventies and older.  What did he die from?”

      “I don’t know.”  Angie shook her head.  “What did he do for work?”

      Betty thought for a moment and then remembered.  “He was a plumber.”

      “He wasn’t married?”

      “He might have been at one time.  He wasn’t when I knew him.”

      “What kind of a man was he?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Was he nice, mean, grumpy, talkative, a loner?”

      “Why the third degree?”  Betty frowned.

      Angie put a hand on her hip.  “Because I was in Leon’s former garage and I saw a mummified body in the backseat of an old car.  I have questions.”

      Betty took a sip of her drink and glanced down at her phone.  She began to tap at the screen.  “I didn’t know the man well.  I’d run into him, we’d chat.”  Betty looked up.  “Leon seemed a bit rough around the edges.  He was cordial when we spoke.  I’d describe him as quiet, reserved, shy.  He seemed careful with his money.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because he didn’t hire me as his property manager despite my tireless efforts to convince him.”

      Angie smiled thinking that Leon must have been made of iron in order to have withstood Betty’s tsunami-like sales approach.  “You can’t win everyone over.”

      Betty straightened up.  “And this is what happens when a person tries to save a few pennies by doing things on his own.  Penny-wise, pound foolish.”  Leaning forward, she asked, “Do you think Leon killed that mummy?”

      “I have no idea.  I have nothing to go on.”  Angie eyed Betty.  “What do you think?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.  I don’t think you can trust anyone.  Well, I do trust Victor.”

      “What about me?”  The corner of Angie’s mouth turned up.

      “I can’t answer that question.  I don’t know you well enough.”

      Angie leveled her eyes at the successful Realtor.  “Really?  You’ve known me for years.”

      “Would you trust me?”  Betty batted her eyes innocently.

      Angie chuckled.  “Nope.”

      Betty made a face.  “At least I had the good manners not to answer the question.”

      Angie laughed and then reconsidered her answer.  “I trust you with Mr. Finch.”

      “I love Victor.”  Betty narrowed her eyes and her cheeks tinged pink.  “I know I’m not the nicest person in the world, but Victor is my weakness.  When I’m around that man, my heart is as pure as gold.”

      A smile crept over Angie’s face.  “I think he has that effect on all of us.”

      Betty’s phone beeped with another incoming text and she groaned.  “I can’t be out of the office for five minutes without everything falling apart.  I need to run.  I’m going to stop by Victor’s house first to be sure he’s okay after last night’s trauma.”  She scooped up her things and started for the door, but stopped short and turned around to face Angie with an expression of alarm.  “Don’t you let anything happen to my Victor.”

      As she watched Betty race out of the shop, a cold hand seemed to squeeze Angie’s stomach.  Why on earth did she say that?
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      Angie leaned back in the Adirondack chair under the white pergola.  She was feeling sleepy from the previous night’s discovery in the garage and the day’s whirl of business at the bake shop and since everyone else was occupied she decided to take a peaceful few moments in the garden.  The spring flowers bloomed and filled the air with their sweet scent.  Just as Angie closed her eyes, she heard the back door of the Victorian close and she lifted her lids to see Rachel walking towards her.

      “Sorry to bother.”  Rachel had dark circles under her eyes and her shoulders seemed to droop.  “Mind if I sit?”

      Angie gestured to the opposite chair.  “It’s no bother.  How are you doing?”

      Rachel gave a weak smile.  “I’m okay.”  She picked at a fingernail.  “Maybe I’m not, but I will be.”

      “It was quite a shock.”

      “Not how I was expecting to spend my night.”  Rachel rolled her eyes.

      “Will you be speaking with the police again?” Angie asked.

      “No doubt.  I’m sure they have plenty to ask me.”  Rachel looked over the yard.  “Funny how things turn out.  I was so excited about the house.  Now I don’t know if I can even step foot on the front lawn of that place let alone stay in there.”

      “Maybe you could get out of the lease … under the circumstances,” Angie offered.

      “I feel sapped of my energy.  If I back out of the lease, then I have nowhere to live.  I’m supposed to start my job in two days.”

      “You could look around,” Angie suggested.  “I know a Realtor in town.  She might be able to find you a different place to rent.”

      Rachel pushed at her bangs.  “I don’t know.  A different house would probably be too expensive.  The ranch was so inexpensive, right in my budget.  I couldn’t believe it.  I wouldn’t have been able to accept the job here if my housing expenses were higher.  Ellie told me I could stay three more nights.  Then the B and B is booked.”

      “What if you go over to the house during the day and get your things put away.  Spend a little more time there each day until you need to leave the Victorian.  If you ease into staying there, you might feel okay about it.”

      Rachel smiled.  “As long as I don’t go near the garage.”

      “What did you do for work back home?”

      “I’m a nurse.”

      Angie’s eyes widened.

      “I know,” Rachel said.  “Why did I leave such a good-paying job to work in a stained-glass shop?”

      “Yeah,” Angie chuckled.  “My very question.”

      A sigh slipped from the young woman’s lips.  “I needed a change.  I was tired of my life.  I wanted to do something different.”

      “I give you credit for uprooting yourself.  It’s not easy to make a change.”

      “I quit my job and didn’t renew the lease on my apartment.  I grew up in that town.  Most of my friends have moved away.  I don’t have any relatives left.  My boyfriend broke up with me.  Now was the time to do it, otherwise I knew I’d be in that town forever.”  Rachel was quiet for a minute.  “I love the ocean.  I dreamed of living by the sea ever since I was little.  I promised myself I would do it one day and not just leave it as a fantasy.  I finally forced myself to do it.  Last night, all I could think about was what if I’ve made a mistake.”

      “If it’s something you want, then you didn’t make a mistake.”

      “I don’t want to go back.”  Rachel shook her head.

      “To the ranch house?”

      “Not that.  I don’t want to go back to my hometown.  I want to stay here and see how it goes.”

      Angie nodded.  “It seems like the right decision.”

      “Would you or one of your sisters go back to the house with me?  I don’t want to return for the first time alone.”

      “Sure, we can go with you.”  Angie wanted to go back to the ranch anyway to walk around the place and being with Rachel would be a good reason to be there.

      “I appreciate it.”

      “You don’t have any siblings?”

      Something flickered over Rachel’s face.  “I’m an only child.  When I see you with your sisters, I so wish that I had that.  You’re lucky.”

      Angie noticed Euclid sitting in the family room window staring out at them.  She couldn’t read his expression.

      Rachel said, “There’s a man coming into your yard.”

      Angie saw Mr. Finch coming up the stone walkway that ran from the back of Finch’s property into the yard of the Victorian.  Finch had hired a landscaping service to clear away some bushes and small trees and set the walkway in place to make it easier for him and the sisters to move from house to house.  An old fashioned lantern lit the way at night.

      Angie called to Finch and he joined the two women under the pergola.  “Good afternoon.”  Before sitting, Finch noticed Euclid in the window and waved to the big orange boy.

      “Thanks for helping at the house last night,” Rachel said.

      Finch ran his hand over the top of his cane.  “It was a difficult evening.”

      “Mr. Finch is an adopted member of our family,” Angie explained.  “He owns the house beyond the trees, but he spends a good part of each day with us.”

      Finch gave a nod.  “Miss Courtney and I own the candy store in the center of town.”

      “Oh, I’ll have to stop in some day.” Rachel smiled.  “Have you lived in Sweet Cove all of your life, Mr. Finch?”

      Finch and Angie exchanged a quick look.  “I lived most of my life in Chicago,” Finch told Rachel.  “I moved to Sweet Cove about a year ago.”

      “What brought you here?” Rachel asked.

      “My brother lived in town.”

      “How nice.”  Rachel smiled. “You reconnected?”

      “Not really.”  Finch frowned.  “I’m afraid my brother wasn’t a very nice man.”

      Angie said, “Mr. Finch’s brother was murdered.”

      Rachel’s hand flew up to her throat.  “Oh, how awful.”

      Angie looked over to Finch.  “Even in the most awful of circumstances, something wonderful can come from it.  We have Mr. Finch in our lives now and we’re very grateful.”

      Finch pretended to tip a hat.  “The feeling is mutual, Miss Angie.”

      A shiver ran through Rachel’s body.  “How can something good come from that body in the garage?”

      “One can never predict.”  Finch looked over the top of his glass frames.  “Has the body been identified yet?”

      “I haven’t heard from Chief Martin today,” Angie told him.

      “He’ll call when he has some news,” Finch said.

      Rachel looked from Angie to Finch.  “Are you friends with the police chief?”

      Angie said, “My sisters and I have known him since we were little kids.”

      Finch nodded.  “I consider Phillip a good friend.  He is a fine man and is dedicated to his job.”

      Finch asked Rachel questions similar to what Angie had asked.

      “My town was very small.  I felt like I needed to try something new.”

      “Change can be good.”  Finch smiled encouragingly.  “It was for me.  If nothing else, you’ll see more of the country, meet new people, have new experiences.”

      Rachel’s face clouded.  “I hope they’re not all like the experience of last night.”

      Angie’s phone buzzed and she took it out of her back pocket.  “It’s Chief Martin.  He wants to talk with us.  He’s on his way over.”

      An expression of alarm passed over Rachel’s face.  “What do you think he wants?  Will he want to speak with me?”

      Angie wondered at Rachel’s reaction.  “I think he probably just needs to talk to me and my sisters.  Mr. Finch, too.  Nothing to be worried about.”

      “I should go up to my room.  I’d like to rest for a little while.”  Rachel stood up fast and Mr. Finch’s cane toppled over.  She and Finch reached for it at the same time.

      “Thank you.” Finch took the cane from the young woman.

      “I’ll see you later.”  Rachel hurried inside.

      “So.”  Finch twirled his cane in his hands.

      Angie leveled her eyes at the man.  “You dropped the cane on purpose, didn’t you?”

      “It slipped from my hands.” Finch had a little grin on his face.

      “And?”

      When Finch held an object at the same time that someone else did, he could sometimes discern a few things from the person.  “It seems that Miss Rachel is not being fully truthful with us.”

      “In what way?”  Angie cocked her head.

      “She is hiding some things from us.”  Finch glanced at the back door.  “What those things are, I cannot tell.”

      A shiver ran through Angie’s body as she remembered Betty’s comment not to let anything happen to her Victor.  “Is Rachel going to cause trouble?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I would say we might want to keep an eye on her, just in case.”

      “Great,” Angie moaned.

      “Shall we go inside to wait for Chief Martin?” Finch asked.

      Angie stood and helped Mr. Finch to his feet.  “Why couldn’t this wait until after Jenna and Tom’s wedding?”

      “We won’t let anything interfere with that happy day, Miss Angie.”

      Walking to the house arm in arm, Angie hoped Mr. Finch was right, but the nagging sensation that Rachel wasn’t being truthful caused worry and doubt to swirl in her head so fast that she had a moment of vertigo.

      What is Rachel hiding?

      Angie vowed to find out.
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      Courtney, Jenna, Angie, and Mr. Finch followed Chief Martin into the drab gray cement building.  None of them, except for the chief and Mr. Finch who had to identify his brother’s body, had ever been in a morgue.

      “You know how I’m always asking you to deputize us so we can get a shiny badge?” Courtney whispered to Chief Martin.  “I really feel that making us come into this place warrants giving me that badge.”

      The chief grunted.  “I’ll have to think about it.”

      A man in a white lab coat met them inside the dreary lobby, nodded to the chief, and led the group down the hallway to an elevator.  Everyone stood quietly in the small space watching the floor indicator light up over the metal door.  When they reached the basement, they filed out in a single line.

      The lab coat man opened a heavy door and led the sisters, Finch, and Chief Martin into a cold, windowless room with a stainless steel table in the center.  What looked like drawers were built into two of the walls.  The lab coat man looked to the chief who gave a slight nod of his head and then the man took hold of one of the handles, tugged, and slid out a platform from the wall with a body on it.  Thankfully, a white sheet covered the form from head to toe.

      Angie had to stifle a gasp.

      “Thank you,” Chief Martin said and the man left the room.

      With a solemn expression, the chief turned to the four people.  “Here he is.   I thought I’d step out into the hall and wait while you ... ah, see what you can sense.  There are chairs against the wall, there, if you want to sit.”  He pointed.  “Take the time you need.  I don’t know what you might discover, if anything, but I figured it was worth a shot.  All set then?  Come out when you’ve finished.”  When the chief left the room, the door made a hollow boom noise that made Angie shiver.

      Mr. Finch moved to the platform and gently touched the sheet with his thumb and index finger.  Jenna stepped across from Finch to the other side of the body.

      “I’m going to sit down.”  Angie’s heart raced and her legs felt shaky so she thought sitting for a bit would be the best thing to do since she didn’t want to pass out on the floor and ruin the visit.

      “I’ll stand here for a while,” Courtney told her sister in a hushed tone.

      Angie didn’t know what to expect from the encounter with the body from the garage and as soon as she sat, a heavy sense of exhaustion washed over her and her eyelids began to droop.  Shaking herself, she forced her body to sit up straight.

      Her mind wandered to the night of the grim discovery at Rachel’s rental house.  The emotions of seeing the strange sight in the back of the car swirled in her brain and she imagined being back in the garage on the dark, chilly night.

      The body in the car had on a suit, a collared shirt, and a tie.  She couldn’t see the man’s feet so she wasn’t sure if he was wearing shoes or not.  How did the man get in that car?  Angie pushed away the thought that the man might have died of natural causes.  If that was the case, someone would have found him and alerted the authorities.  No, Angie was pretty convinced that foul play had to be involved.  She looked over to the body on the metal tray.  How did you die?  Who did this?  Why?

      Mr. Finch and Jenna still stood next to the body.  Their eyes were closed.  Angie decided to do the same hoping that she wouldn’t fall asleep once she allowed her lids to shut.  Her breathing slowed as her heart rate returned to normal and the tension that had built up in her muscles began to fade away.

      An image of the car formed in Angie’s mind, parked at the edge of a deserted road surrounded by trees in the darkness.  Angie could hear voices.  She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but there was an angry, argumentative tone wrapped around their words.  A loud grunt.  The sound of something hitting the ground with a thud.

      Angie startled awake and glanced around the room disoriented.  Jenna, leaning against the wall, made eye contact with her twin sister.  She mouthed, you okay?  Angie nodded and leaned back in the straight-backed wooden chair.  Finch stepped away from the body and looked from sister to sister.  “Are we finished?”

      The foursome opened the door to the hall to find Chief Martin sitting in a metal folding chair.  “Everyone alright?  Shall we debrief?”  They followed the man to a small windowless room where they gathered around a chipped formica table.

      “Any luck?” The chief’s face seemed to sag.

      Angie cleared her throat and reported what she’d heard and seen.  “It was probably just a dream.”

      Courtney piped up.  “Guess what, Sis?  It was no dream unless you and I are having the same one.”

      Angie’s eyes went wide.  “You saw it, too?”

      Jenna said, “When I touched the man’s arm through the sheet, images flashed in my mind.  A man in a suit.  A bright flash, then everything went dark.”

      Angie blinked.  “The man’s spirit didn’t appear to you?”

      “No, just the quick images.  I touched different places, his shoulder, his side, but no other images came up and I didn’t see a ghost or a spirit.”

      Angie looked at Jenna.  “I wonder what would happen if you asked Katrina about this man when you get home.”

      “How would Katrina know anything about it?” Jenna asked.

      Courtney rolled her eyes.  “Jeez, Jenna.  The woman’s a ghost.”

      Chief Martin’s face paled.  “You have a ghost in your house?”

      “In my house, not the in Victorian,” Jenna explained.  “I never see her … I just sense her near me.  She moves things around.  She’s friendly.  Sort of.”

      Angie added, “Katrina was a friend of Nana’s.”

      “Okay.”  The chief swallowed.  “So, a man in a suit and angry voices.”  He shifted in his chair to face Finch.  “Mr. Finch, anything?”

      “I’m afraid nothing useful.  When I touched the sheet, I was overcome with a terrible sense of misery and loss.  I feel that it goes beyond just this man’s death.”

      “How do you mean?” the chief asked.

      “I don’t know what it means.”  Finch held on to his cane, his lips a tight, thin line as he tried to make sense of the feeling he’d experienced.

      “Maybe in time all of this will become clearer.”  Chief Martin took in a deep breath and thanked the family for their efforts.  “I know it isn’t easy to be involved as you are.  I appreciate it.”

      “Has the man been identified?” Jenna asked.

      “No.  For now, we’re calling him John Doe.  He doesn’t match any missing persons from the area.  If the coroner can get a fingerprint, we’ll run it through the system.  The medical examiner will do the examination tomorrow.  We’re going to have a forensic artist come out, try to do a sketch based on the facial bones and whatever.  If the sketch is viable, then we’ll run it in news outlets, send it around to police departments.  It’s a long shot, but someone might see the sketch and come forward with some information.”

      “Will sending the picture out depend on how long the man has been dead?” Angie asked.

      Courtney added, “If the man’s been dead fifty years or more, there probably won’t be anyone alive who recognizes the guy.”

      “We’re going on the assumption from the team that the man has been dead less than ten years,” Chief Martin said.  “After tomorrow, we might have a more conclusive date of death.  I’ll let you know.”

      “It would be interesting to see what the man looked like in life.”  Angie folded her hands in her lap.  “Do you think the case will ever be solved?”

      “I’m hoping so.”  The chief gave a half-hearted smile.  “But, we’ll see.  Shall we head out?”

      “We’re planning dinner and game night for Friday evening,” Angie said.  “Would you and Lucille like to join us?”

      “We’d love that.”  A pleased look passed over the chief’s face as he glanced over at Courtney.  “Is that card-shark of a boyfriend of yours going to be there?”

      “Yes, he is.”  Courtney smiled.  “You’d better be on your game.”

      “I believe we can outwit the young man,” Finch told the chief.  “A concerted effort is called for.”

      “I’d better warn Rufus about your devious plans.”  Courtney held the door open for everyone to file out.

      There was something about the conversation that picked at Angie as she headed down the hall to the elevator and she tried to sort out what was bothering her.  A phrase from the exchange between Courtney and the two men kept repeating in her head.

      Devious plans.  Devious plans.
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      Angie knocked on the door to Ellie’s room and her sister responded, “Come in if you’re not Jenna.”

      Angie opened the door and slipped into the room, but before she could say anything, she stopped short with her jaw hanging open.

      Ellie sat on a rolling stool with pins between her lips as she made adjustments to the garment on the dress-form in front of her.  She looked up when Angie didn’t speak and the corner of her mouth went up when she saw her sister’s face.

      Tears gathered at the edges of Angie’s eyes.  “It’s so … so beautiful,” she whispered.

      Jenna’s wedding gown stood before her on the dress-form and the tiny sequins and pearls caught the sunlight and sparkled as the yards of silk cascaded to the floor.

      “Ellie, you’ve created a masterpiece.”  Angie rested her hand on her chest.

      Removing the pins from her mouth, Ellie placed them in the pin cushion on the table next to her.  “I’m happy with how it’s come out.  I only hope Jenna is happy, too.”

      “She hasn’t seen it recently?”

      Ellie laughed.  “Not since the original fitting when it hung like a plain cotton sack.  I’m going to have her try it on soon for the final adjustments.”

      Angie couldn’t take her eyes off the flowing dress.

      “Did you want me for something?” Ellie asked.

      “What?  Oh, yes.”  Angie sat on her sister’s bed.  “Rachel wants me to go with her to her rental house tomorrow.  I wondered if you’d come along.”

      Ellie held a needle and thread in mid-air.  “You know I have trouble with these things.  Is it necessary for me to go with you?”

      “It isn’t necessary, but I’d like your input.  It’s an odd case and I think we’re missing something.”

      Shifting on her stool, Ellie studied a section of the gown.  “I guess I could go.”

      Angie’s face brightened.  “Jenna’s coming, too.  Courtney and Mr. Finch are working at the candy store so they can’t make it.”  Touching the flowing fabric of the gown, Angie sighed.  “If I ever get married, will you make my dress?”

      “No.  This thing has nearly killed me.”  Ellie smiled.  “I’ll help you pick out your gown though.”

      Angie pulled the desk chair over next to her sister.  “I’m feeling a little sad even though I’m thrilled for Jenna and Tom.”

      Ellie put down the needle and thread and faced Angie.  “Why sad?”

      “I know it’s silly, but changes are coming.”  Angie pushed a strand of hair behind her ear.  “What will happen when we all get married?  We’ll be living in different houses.  Things won’t be the same.”

      “I’ve been thinking about the same things.  Jenna is only two doors down.  The Victorian is big enough to house two families plus the B and B.  I thought you and Josh and Jack and I could live here, have Tom create two apartments for us or one couple could live in the carriage house.  The two rental apartments could be combined into a larger one.  Courtney has the candy store now so I don’t think she’ll be going far.”  Ellie chuckled.  “She and Rufus will probably buy the house right next door.  And Mr. Finch lives just beyond the property line.”  Reaching out to touch Angie on the hand, Ellie said, “Three of us are running businesses out of the Victorian.  We’re always going to be within walking distance of one another.  Our family is only going to get bigger, with our husbands and someday, our children.  We’re always going to be together, Angie.  That I can promise you.”

      Angie swallowed hard and wrapped Ellie in a hug.  “Thanks, I needed that.”

      The bedroom door pushed open and Courtney stuck her head in.  “What’s this?  A love-fest?  Why wasn’t I invited?”  Euclid pushed past Courtney and leapt onto the bed.

      “Angie was just feeling sentimental.”  Ellie picked up her needle.

      “Did you straighten her out?” Courtney plopped on the bed next to Euclid.

      “I did.”  Ellie started to sew on another tiny pearl.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything about the wedding dress?” Angie asked.

      “I saw it earlier today and praised Ellie.”  Courtney rested back on one of the pillows.  “Her head has grown two sizes from my gushing so I decided not to give her any more compliments.”

      Euclid trilled his approval of the dress.

      Ellie pushed back her stool and rubbed at her eyes.  “I’m done for the day.  If I don’t stop, I’ll go blind.  Anyway, I need to put out the snacks for the guests.  What about dinner?  Suggestions?”

      “I was thinking about Friday night’s game night.”  Courtney scratched Euclid’s cheek.  “What if we make some pizza dough and create individual pizzas.  We could set up a bar of toppings and people can put on whatever they want.  And what about a salad bar?  We could set out all kinds of ingredients and the guests can make their salads to their choosing.”

      “Genius.”  Ellie stood and stretched to get the kinks out of her back.  “It sounds like fun.”

      “It will get everyone moving around and mingling.”  Angie smiled.  “I like it.”

      “What about tonight?” Ellie packed her sewing supplies into a box.

      “I made two pans of macaroni and cheese this morning before I went to the candy store.”  Courtney and Euclid scooted off the bed and headed for the door.  “One has veggies and one has bacon and sausage mixed in.  I’ll go put them in the oven to heat through.”

      “I love you,” Angie kidded as she started to follow Courtney and the cat from the room.  “Coming?”  She turned to Ellie and caught sight of the expression on her sister’s face.

      Ellie had just placed her sewing tools into their box and seemed to stand frozen in place looking across the room at nothing.

      “Ellie?”

      The tall blonde gave herself a little shake.  “I’m coming.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Ellie adjusted the cuff of her sleeve.  “Nothing.”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Angie gave Ellie a stern look.  “You were standing there spaced out.”

      “I was thinking about what work I have left on the dress.”  Ellie took Angie’s arm and steered her out of the room.  “Let’s get dinner going in case some people want to join us for a bite.”

      “Like who?”  Angie narrowed her eyes.

      “What?  I don’t know.  Someone might stop by.  I’ll meet you downstairs.  I want to change my shirt and put on jeans.”

      Angie stood on the second floor landing staring at Ellie’s closed door wondering if this was one of those times when her sister got a “feeling” that someone unexpected was coming to the house.  Shaking her head, Angie headed down to the kitchen.

      Mr. Finch leaned against the counter cutting a two-layer rectangular butter cake into tiny squares as Euclid and Circe sat on the stools watching the man work.  Courtney bustled around setting the oven temperature, removing the macaroni and cheese pans from the refrigerator, and taking out ingredients for a salad.  “Should I make a salad or would you rather have roasted broccoli and carrots?”

      “I would prefer the broccoli and carrots tonight.”  Finch had a bowl of chocolate icing to his right.

      “I’ll vote for that, too.”  Angie stood between the stools the cats had perched on to watch Finch.  “What are you making?”

      “I’m trying a new petit-fours recipe.”  Finch leaned over the tray with squinted eyes.  “There is raspberry filling in the middle with a layer of buttercream frosting over it.  After I cut the cake into squares, I will ladle the icing over each one and let it harden.  For the last step, I will use pink frosting to pipe a tiny rose in the center of each of the petit-fours.”

      Angie rested her arms on the kitchen island.  “They look heavenly.”

      “They will be our after-dinner dessert this evening.”  Finch smiled.  “I would like honest feedback on the recipe.”

      “I can’t wait.”  Angie’s mouth watered.

      Circe ran her pink tongue quickly over her tiny upper lip as Euclid trilled causing Angie and Finch to chuckle.

      “Cats might get a small piece.”  Angie scratched both animals’ cheeks.

      “What about us?” Tom said as he and Jenna entered the kitchen.

      “I would like everyone’s opinion on the new sweets,” Finch said.

      “Smells terrific in here.”  Tom nodded appreciatively when Courtney announced what was baking in the oven.  “I haven’t had mac and cheese for a long time.”

      “Where’s Ellie?” Jenna sat down on the stool next to Circe.

      Angie looked up.  “She said she was going to change her shirt and meet me in here.”  Glancing to the doorway, she added, “That was a while ago.”

      “Maybe she fell asleep.”  Courtney smiled while she rinsed broccoli in the strainer at the sink.  “Making that wedding dress is going to kill her.”

      “I can’t wait to try it on,” Jenna said.  “Ellie told me it will be ready soon.”

      “It better be or you won’t be wearing it to the wedding,” Tom joked.  He carried two cups of coffee to the island and placed one in front of Jenna.

      “I’m going to see what’s keeping her.”  Angie left the kitchen and walked to the foyer.  As she put her foot on the first tread of the stairs, through the open front door, she heard voices coming from the front porch and sidled up to the window to get a peek outside.

      Sitting side by side in rocking chairs, Ellie and Rachel were twisted in their seats to face one another and Angie could see from their expressions that they were having a very serious conversation.
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      Angie returned to the kitchen.

      “Did you find our missing sister?” Courtney asked.

      “She’s with a guest.”  Angie didn’t know why she had such a strong feeling of unease.  “She and Rachel are talking on the porch.”

      All eyes turned to Angie, including those of the cats.

      Courtney whirled around holding a wooden spoon in her hand.  “Is the conversation general chit-chat or is there more to it than that?”

      “I don’t know.  I couldn’t hear what they were saying.”

      “Well….”  Courtney stepped away from the stove.  “What about their body language, facial expression?  Were they smiling?  Did they look serious?  Did Rachel look upset?”

      Courtney’s questions were interrupted by a knock on the open door leading to the mudroom.  Chief Martin stood holding his hat in one hand and a manila envelope in the other.  “The back door was unlocked.  I rang the bell, but no one answered.”

      “Come in.”  A shiver of anxiety ran through Angie.  “The door is always open for you.”

      “We didn’t hear the bell.”  Courtney removed a pan of roasted broccoli from the oven.  “We’d better check that it’s working.”

      Jenna poured the chief a cup of coffee.  “Sit with us.”  The cats jumped off the stools to free one up for the chief.

      “You have some news for us?”  Mr. Finch voiced what everyone was thinking.

      Chef Martin nodded as he watched Courtney lifting the pans of macaroni and cheese from the oven.  “I’m disturbing your dinner.”  He started to rise from his seat.  “I’ll come by later this evening.”

      “Nonsense.”  Finch waved his hand in the air.  “Join us.”

      “Would you like to call Lucille and have her come over, too?” Jenna asked.

      “Lucille went to Coveside with her sister to do some shopping.”

      “Then you’re free to stay and eat with us.”  Angie smiled despite the worried feeling she got when her eyes flicked to the envelope the chief had placed on the counter next to him.

      “Okay.”  A grin spread over the man’s face.  “You’ve all twisted my arm.”

      Mr. Finch finished his petit-fours while Angie and Jenna carried food out to the dining room.  Tom and Chief Martin talked sports as they set the dining room table.

      Angie took a quick glance toward the porch from the window to see if Ellie and Rachel were still outside, but she couldn’t see from her angle.  As if to answer her question, the front door opened and Ellie came in.  “Sorry I didn’t help with dinner, I got held up.”

      “Yammering with Rachel?”  One of Courtney’s eyebrows went up.

      “Would Rachel like to have dinner with us?” Jenna asked.

      Ellie shook her head.  “She went to do an errand.”

      Angie sidled up to her sister.  “Is everything okay?”

      Ellie gave a quick nod as she took her seat at the table.  “Rachel was just voicing her concerns about living in the ranch house.”

      The chief took a hearty helping of the macaroni and cheese.  “I feel guilty.  I’m eating here two nights this week.”

      “We’ll send you a bill.”  Courtney told the chief about the dinner menu for Friday night.  “That way, everybody can make their pizza just the way they like it.  What do you think?”

      “I think it’s a great idea.”  Chief Martin lifted a forkful of macaroni.  “Lucille loves pizza.  She’ll be excited about it.”

      The group enjoyed their meals as genial discussion filled the air and chit chat moved from topic to topic on town news, the weather, the coming tourist season, and the approaching wedding.

      “How are the plans coming?” the chief asked.

      Jenna dabbed her lips with a napkin.  “Most everything is set.  We’re having an outside ceremony at the resort, then we’ll move to the terrace for drinks and appetizers.”

      “Then dinner and dancing in the resort’s dining room,” Tom added.

      “We invited a few friends from Boston and Tom’s friends from the area,” Jenna told the chief.  “It will be small, though, since neither of us have many family members.”

      “Sounds great.”  Chief Martin smiled.  “Lucille can’t wait.  She’s in a fuss about what to wear.  That’s what she’s shopping for down in Coveside this evening.  It’s a lot easier for us guys, throw on a suit and we’re good to go.”

      “Maybe all of us should wear suits.”  Courtney reached for more carrots.

      After the meal was finished and the dishes cleared, Mr. Finch carried in a platter of petit-fours and passed them around for the taste-test which resulted in unanimous glowing reviews.  The cats each received a small saucer with a piece of the dessert which they quickly gobbled up.  A trill of enjoyment preceded the licking of paws and washing of faces.

      When tea and coffee were served, the chief drew himself up.  “I guess I’ve put it off long enough.”

      The people around the table knew what he meant and some shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

      “What news do you have for us?” Angie asked.

      “We’ve been unable to determine the garage person’s identity.  An anthropologist came up from Boston to assist in the examination.  The medical examiner and the anthropologist believe the person, probably a man judging from the preliminary exam and the clothing on the deceased, has been dead for about five to six years.”

      “Really?”  Courtney’s eyes widened.  “It only took six years for him to, you know, get mummified?”

      “The conditions were right.  The automobile was kept in a warm, dry place.”

      “That wasn’t around here then,” Angie noted.  “It’s humid here in the summer and cold in the winter.”

      The chief said, “That garage is temperature-controlled.  It’s heated and has a dehumidifier inside.”

      “Did the man die in the car?”  Ellie twisted her napkin in her hands.

      “The man was either killed in the car, although that’s doubtful, or was placed in the car after he was killed.”

      “So he was killed?”  Jenna sighed. “I hoped maybe he just passed away naturally.”

      “Was the medical examiner able to tell how the man was killed?” Tom questioned.

      “Gunshot.”  Chief Martin rubbed the side of the face.  “Close range.  It seems the bullet went through the aorta.  There would have been a lot of blood.  The car is still being examined.  When that analysis is concluded, there will be a determination if the man was killed in or out of the vehicle.  Right now, it appears that there is no blood in the car at all so the man had to have been shot elsewhere and put in the vehicle at a later date.”

      Angie didn’t want to bring it up, but she asked, “What was the envelope you brought with you?  Is it something related to this case?”

      “It is,” Chief Martin said with a grave tone.  “As I told you, a forensic artist came up to town.  The woman is a relative of one of our officers.  We don’t usually have the need for someone with such talents, but in this case we thought it might be helpful to ask for a forensic artist.  The woman provided her services free of charge.”  The chief rose from his seat.  “A copy of the sketch is in the envelope.  I’ll go get it.”

      No one spoke while the chief went to the kitchen and returned with the portrait.  He sat, slipped the drawing from the envelope, and put it face-up in the center of the table.  Everyone gazed at the picture and then handed it quietly from one to the other for closer inspection.

      The face of the drawing was that of a middle-aged man with slim, sharp features, high cheek bones, and a wide forehead.  A long nose and close set eyes completed the image.

      The chief told the group, “The artist added a simple hairstyle, making an educated guess from the remaining hair on the person’s head what the length and style might be.  She was satisfied that it was a fairly accurate depiction.”

      Ellie had her hand on her stomach.  “It’s awful … staring at the face of this man and knowing something about his sad end.”

      “The photo will be distributed to the media?” Finch asked.

      “It will.  Tomorrow we’ll hold a press conference and release it.  Maybe someone will see the picture and will be able to provide some information.  Fingers crossed.”

      The front door opened and Rachel walked in and paused for a moment when she saw the group sitting in the dining room around the table.  “Oh, hi.”

      “Are you hungry?” Angie asked.  “We have lots of food.  Come sit and join us.”

      “I don’t know.”  Rachel hesitated, looking from face to face.

      “I’ll get another place setting.”  Courtney stood up and pulled out the chair next to her.  “You can sit here.”

      Rachel gave a little smile and a nod.  “If you don’t mind.”

      “The more the merrier,” Tom said.

      Courtney took a plate and silverware from the China cabinet and placed them on the table in front of Rachel.  “I’ll heat up the food and be back in a second.”

      The chief looked at the young woman across from him.  “Have you been back to the rental house?”

      Rachel put the napkin in her lap.  “I haven’t yet.  I’m going back tomorrow.  Angie’s going with me.”  She brushed her bangs from her eyes.  “I didn’t want to go back alone the first time.”

      The chief understood Rachel’s concerns.  “I’d be glad to meet you there if it would make you feel better.”

      “That’s very nice of you, but I think I’ll be okay with Angie’s company.”

      “I’m going to go with you, too.”  Ellie smiled.

      “I’m glad.  Thanks,” Rachel told her.

      “Have some petit-fours while you wait for the food to be ready.”  Jenna passed the platter to Rachel.  “Mr. Finch is looking for feedback on them.”

      Rachel reached for one of the sweets and noticed the drawing on the table.  The picture was upside down from the young woman’s view.

      The chief saw Rachel’s notice of the drawing and picked it up.  “A forensic artist did a sketch of the man from the garage.  Would you like to see it or would you rather not?”

      “I can look at it.”  Rachel’s voice was soft as she gingerly reached for the piece of paper and put it down next to her plate.  When her gaze fell on the drawing, a terrible choking noise escaped her throat and her shaking hand flew to cover her mouth.  With her eyes bugging from their sockets, they began to roll back in her head.  Rachel tried to grip the edge of the table, but her attempt to steady herself failed and, as she lost consciousness, she slid out of her chair and hit the floor with a thud.
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      Courtney entered the dining room carrying a tray of warmed vegetables and macaroni and cheese just as Rachel hit the floor.  Everyone jumped to their feet, but Jenna was the first to reach the fallen young woman.

      Kneeling beside her, Jenna spoke gently as she pushed the hair from the unconscious woman’s face.  “Rachel, can you hear me?”

      Chief Martin knelt on the other side and lifted Rachel’s wrist to check for a pulse.

      Tom held a glass of water waiting for Rachel to come to, while Ellie stood next to Mr. Finch, her hand gripping the man for support.

      Euclid and Circe had leapt from the cabinet to the floor and watched the commotion from a few yards away.

      Angie stood behind Jenna staring down at Rachel.  “Should I call an ambulance?”

      As soon as the words were spoken, Rachel’s eyelids fluttered.  “Oh,” she said as she attempted to push herself into sitting position.

      The chief held her arm and helped her.  “Sit for a minute.  Don’t try to stand up right away.”

      Rachel put her hand to her eyes and let out a moan.  “How can it be?”  Tears fell onto her lap.

      Angie and Mr. Finch exchanged a look.

      Tom passed the glass of water to Jenna and she offered Rachel a sip.  Clutching the glass, the young woman brought it to her lips, sipped, and handed it back to Jenna.  “Thank you,” she managed.

      “Ready to move to the chair?” the chief asked.

      After giving a slight nod, Rachel was hoisted to her feet by Tom and Chief Martin who gently helped her into the chair.  Courtney got a box of tissues and put it next to Rachel.

      The sketch of the man from the garage rested on the tabletop and when Rachel spotted it, she covered her eyes and let out a cry.  Angie quickly took the picture and handed it to Mr. Finch.  Opening the manila envelope, Finch pushed the drawing inside and out of sight.

      Chief Martin sat down next to Rachel.  “How do you feel?  It might be a good idea to go to the hospital to be checked out.”

      Rachel lifted her face and Angie could see the odd look in her eyes.  With her hands clutched into tight fists and her breathing ragged and shallow, Rachel didn’t respond … it seemed like she hadn’t heard what the chief said.

      Angie touched her shoulder.  “Rachel, I think we should take you to the emergency room to have you looked at.”

      Rachel put a hand on her stomach and shook her head.  “I don’t need a doctor.”

      “I think--” Angie began, but Rachel cut her off.

      “I don’t need to go to the hospital.”  Rachel glanced at the manila folder on the table.

      “Miss Rachel,” Mr. Finch spoke with a gentle tone.  “By some chance, did you recognize the man in the drawing?”

      Everyone around the table stared at Finch … for a moment, each person considered that the man’s idea was outlandish.

      Rachel’s lower lip quivered and tears poured from her eyes as she gave a nod.

      “Who is it?” Ellie’s voice was nearly a whisper.

      Rachel took in a long breath.  “It’s my father.”

      After a minute of complete silence, the family members and the chief settled into their seats, dumbfounded.  Circe jumped onto Rachel’s lap to comfort her and the young woman stroked the cat’s soft fur.

      “How?” was all Ellie could manage.

      “Your father’s been missing?” Jenna asked.

      Rachel closed her eyes for a second and when she opened them again, she leaned back against the chair and sat straight, seeming to steel herself for what she needed to discuss.  She coughed to clear her throat.  “My father went missing six years ago.  He came to New England six summers ago and never came home.”

      “What is your father’s name?” the chief questioned.

      “Milton.  Milton Marsten.”

      “Would you tell us about him?” the chief asked.

      With shaky fingers, Rachel pushed at her bangs.  “When he went missing, he was fifty years old.  He lived in West Virginia all of his life.  My dad worked as an attorney, he ran a lot of his business out of our house.  He handled divorces, but he also took care of wills, estates, financial planning, things like that.”

      “Why did your father travel to New England?” Angie asked.

      “He told us that an old friend from his younger days had been in touch with him.  A man who had made millions in business.  The friend wanted advice from someone he could trust so he called on Dad.  My father didn’t know very much about what the friend was concerned about, but suspected it had to do with a divorce.  Dad took some time off to drive up here.”  Rachel’s face looked as if it was about to melt, but she held it together.  “Dad stopped calling not long after he reached his destination.  We never heard from him again.”

      “Where was his destination?  Sweet Cove?” the chief asked.

      “No.  He went to Marion Island, the small island off the coast.  He said he would get the ferry from Sweet Cove.”

      “Did he tell you that he’d arrived at the island?”  Chief Martin’s forehead was creased.

      “Yes, he told my mother he’d arrived and was staying at a small inn.”

      “You heard from him again after that?”  The chief had pulled out a small notebook and was writing down the information.

      “I think he called twice the next day, then not again.”

      “Your mother called the police in the area?”

      “She did.  My mom flew to Boston and rented a car to drive up the coast.  The police looked into it.  My father’s car was never found.”

      “Did he have a cell phone with him?” Tom asked.

      The corner of Rachel’s mouth turned up.  “My dad didn’t like the idea of a cell phone.  He said he didn’t like the fact that the government could track private citizens.”  Rachel shrugged.  “My father was old-school.  He didn’t see the need to carry a phone everywhere so, no, he didn’t have one.”

      “What did the police say?” Courtney asked.  “They must have done an investigation.”

      “They didn’t do a whole lot according to my mother.  They told her that a person is allowed to go off on his own whenever he wants and there isn’t anything they can do about it.”

      “I’ll get in touch with the police on the island.”  The chief made eye contact with Rachel.  “Was it possible that your father decided to leave?  Go off on his own?”

      “No.”  Rachel’s tone was adamant.  “He would never leave us.  He loved us.”

      Angie glanced up to the top of the China cabinet where Euclid was sitting at attention.  The orange boy did not react when Rachel spoke of her father’s love, he seemed to believe what Rachel was saying.

      “Would your mother be open to speaking with me about what happened?” Chief Martin asked.

      Rachel swallowed.  “My mother passed away three months ago.”

      “I’m very sorry.”

      “The stress of the whole thing did her in.”  Rachel looked down at the black cat curled on her lap.  “Mom had a heart attack.  Before she died, she made me promise to look into my father’s disappearance.”  A few tears fell from the young woman’s eyes.  “She didn’t want my father lying dead somewhere.  She wanted him found, brought home, and buried so he could rest in peace.”

      Mr. Finch looked kindly at the young woman across from him.  “You’ve done what your mother hoped for, Miss Rachel.”

      Rachel returned Mr. Finch’s gaze.  “Yes, I’m glad for that.  But I feel so very, very awful.”

      Angie wanted to ask Rachel why she came to Sweet Cove to investigate her father’s disappearance if he went missing on Marion Island, but she was afraid to make the woman defensive.  She tried to word the question just right.  “Was there something about Sweet Cove, besides the ferry, that made you think there was a clue to the mystery here in town?”

      “In his last call, Dad told my mother that he was going to a resort in the town of Sweet Cove to meet his friend for dinner.  Since we didn’t hear from him after that, I thought I’d start here.”

      Chief Martin asked, “Did the Marion Island police tell your mother if they came to town to check out whether or not your father had dinner at the resort?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll look into it.”  The chief made a note in his book.  “Miss Marsten, what was the man’s name who your father was going to meet?”

      “John Smith.”  Rachel rolled her eyes.  “I know it sounds false, but that was his name.  Dad told me that his friend eventually added his mother’s name, Higgins, to his surname to make him stand out.”

      “Did your father and this man go to high school together?”

      Rachel nodded.

      “What high school did the men attend together?”

      Rachel told Chief Martin the name of the school and the town where it was located in West Virginia.

      “Were they in the same year?” the chief questioned.

      “I don’t know.  I’m not sure.  Probably.”

      “Did you or your mother ever meet this man?”

      “No, we didn’t know him.  Dad said John Smith moved away right after high school.  My mother met dad in college, in another town.”

      “Did your mother or father have relatives?  Siblings? Cousins?”

      “No,” Rachel said.  “I’m an only child, my mom and dad were also only children.  There isn’t anyone left.”

      “Was the man who owned Rachel’s rental house named John Smith?” Jenna asked.

      “No, someone else owned the rental house,” Chief Martin said.

      Angie said, “Betty knew the owner.  She said his name was Leon Drapper.”

      The chief looked up from his notebook and nodded.  “Is there anything else you think might be helpful?” he asked Rachel.

      Rachel’s bloodshot eyes looked at the chief as she considered the question.  Her skin had paled and dark circles showed under her eyes.  Her face appeared ashen and gaunt like she’d dropped twenty pounds from her small frame in too quick a time.  “I can’t think of anything else.”

      “Maybe Rachel should rest now,” Ellie suggested.

      “I’d like to.  If it’s okay with the chief.”

      Chief Martin nodded.  “We can talk again.  I’m very sorry for what’s happened.”

      Rachel gently moved the cat so the feline would jump down from her lap and then she stood up on shaky legs.  “I’m glad Dad’s been found.  It means a lot to me to be able to bring him home.  It would mean the world to my mother, too.”  A look of horror crossed her face.  “I can take him home, can’t I?”

      The chief reassured the young woman.  “Just as soon as he is released from the medical examiner.”

      Rachel thanked everyone for their help and climbed the stairs to her room.

      Chief Martin exhaled loudly.  “Imagine the odds of the father turning up in the garage of the house his daughter had just rented.  Truth is stranger than fiction.”

      “At least the question of the man’s identity has been answered.”  Mr. Finch leaned down to scratch Circe’s cheek.

      “Now the remaining questions are how did he die and who killed him?” Angie noted.

      Euclid let out a low growl.

      “One down,” Courtney said, “two to go.”
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      The late afternoon sunlight filtered through the leaves and made dappled patterns on the lawn as Angie, Ellie, and Rachel got of the car and stared at the garage.  Junk from inside the structure had been tossed out all around the garage and on the grass by the people who came to tow the old car away for police inspection.  Rachel’s body seemed to be shrinking into itself and Angie wanted to distract her.

      “Do you have anything in the trunk of your car that needs to be brought into the house?”

      Rachel blinked at Angie.  “Just a few things.”  They moved to the back of the car, took the things out, and headed for the house.  “I’m shaking.  I don’t know if I can stay here alone.”

      “Spend some time in the house,” Ellie suggested.  “Do a few chores or put your things away.  Maybe the feeling that you can’t be here will wane as you keep busy.  We’ll stay for a while to keep you company.”

      “I’m going to talk to the owner about breaking the lease due to … the circumstances.  Since I’ve found my father, I have no need to stay in town.  Do you think she’ll allow me to get out of the lease?”

      “I hope she does.”  Angie carried a box of groceries inside and set it on the counter.  “It seems only fair.”

      “What about the job at Francine’s shop?” Ellie asked.

      “I talked to her.  She said she understood and she’d put up an ad to fill the position right away.  She was really nice.”  Rachel brushed at her eyes.

      Angie started to remove the items from the box when movement in the driveway caught her eye and she peered out the window to see Elise Wender’s car pull to a stop next to Rachel’s vehicle.  “The owner just pulled in.”

      “Did she?”  Rachel’s eyes popped.  “I don’t think I’m prepared to talk to her about the lease right now.”

      “I’ll go see what she wants.”  Angie headed outside thinking this could be a good time to have a chat with the owner.  Before Chief Martin left the Victorian last night, he’d suggested that the sisters might try to talk to Elise to see if they could sense anything from her.  The chief and some of the investigators already had the woman into the police station for an interview, but Chief Martin didn’t think it would be the last time they had a conversation with her.

      Elise looked up when she heard Angie approach.  “Look at this mess.  The police think they can come in here and tear the place apart.”

      “They did have a reason.”  Angie followed Elise closer to the garage.

      The woman flapped her hand around.  “Oh, I know.  But they should have to clean it up.”

      “Are you going to work on it now?”

      “God, no.  I’m meeting a guy who’s going to give me a price for hauling all this junk away.”  Elise had her hands on her hips as she surveyed the scene.  “Uh.  I can’t believe they found a body in there.  How will I ever sell this place when people find out there was a dead man in the garage.  How did it get there?  Who put it in there?”

      Angie faced the woman.  “I was just about to ask you the same questions.”

      “How would I know?”  Elise’s face was flushed.  “I just got up here.”

      “Was that your brother’s car in the garage?”

      “How do I know?”  Elise shook her head slowly back and forth.

      “Was it listed in his will?”

      “The will said the buildings and contents, nothing specific.”

      Angie kept her tone neutral.  “Did you see your brother very often?”

      “No.  I was busy with my work … he was busy with his.  He came down for Christmas, but he never stayed.  He only visited for the day.  We talked on the phone about once a month.”  Elise rubbed her neck.  “God, did Leon know that body was in there?”

      “If he knew, wouldn’t he report it to the police?” Angie asked.

      Elise stared at Angie, her face tight and tense.  “I would hope so.  Leon was, he was … he had a low IQ.  I hope he would know enough to report this.”

      “Could your brother be responsible for the man’s death?”

      “No.  I don’t know.”  The woman threw her hands up.  “I feel like I didn’t know my brother at all.”

      “Had he ever been married?”

      “No.”

      “Did he have a girlfriend?”

      “From time to time, he had a girlfriend.  No one ever stuck though.  To my knowledge, Leon was single.  He and his last girlfriend broke off with each other about a year ago.”

      “Kids?”

      Elise rolled her eyes.  “Leon didn’t like kids.”

      “Did Leon ever live in West Virginia?”

      Raising an eyebrow, the woman replied, “Never.  Why do you ask that?”

      “The dead man was from West Virginia.”

      “Oh.”  Elise’s shoulders seemed to tighten a little.  “Why are you asking all of these questions?  Do you work for the police?”

      “I own a bake shop,” Angie said, being careful to leave out that she and her family sometimes helped Chief Martin with cases.  “What happened here is not a normal occurrence.  I guess I’m nosey.”

      The sound of an engine caused the two women to turn.  A truck rumbled down the driveway.

      “Thank God.  It’s the junk man.”  Elise started to walk towards the man who emerged from the truck, but stopped.  “Is the girl who rented the place inside the house?”

      Angie nodded.  She stayed near the garage while Elise talked to the junk hauler and then watched Elise head to the house and knock on the door.  When Rachel answered, her face took on a look of horror to have to let Elise into the house.  Angie hoped that Ellie would help Rachel discuss with Elise her need to break the lease.  She was about to go in to assist when the junk man started a conversation.

      “Heck of a mess.”  The man held a clipboard with a paper on it.  The embroidered oval on his shirt said, Ron.  “I didn’t know Leon was a hoarder.”

      Angie perked up.  “You knew Leon?”

      “Somewhat.  He did some plumbing work for me over the years.  Nothing recent though.  Leon sold his business quite a while ago.  I’d run into him from time to time ... we’d shoot the breeze.”  Ron appeared to be in his late fifties with salt and pepper hair and broad shoulders.

      “Leon retired from plumbing?”

      “Yeah, it was like ten, fifteen years ago.”  Ron shook his head.  “He must have saved a bundle to be able to retire so young.”

      “How was he the last times you saw him?  Did he seem the same as he always did?  Was anything bothering him?”

      “You mean his health?  I remember he seemed to be tired a lot, but nothing that would make me think like he was going to have a heart attack.”

      Angie hadn’t meant Leon’s health.  She’d wondered if the man had acted differently in the last years of his life either because he knew who killed Rachel’s father or because Leon himself was the killer.  “Did Leon have a run-in with anyone that you know of?”

      “A run-in?”  Ron wrote some things on the clipboard.  “I don’t know anything about something like that.  Leon could be gruff, but I never knew him to have any trouble with people.”

      “Did he have any friends?”

      “Leon kept to himself most of the time.  Kind of a loner.”  Ron wrote something down.  “You know, he did have a guy he hung out with sometimes.  Cole Perry.  He runs an auto body shop over in West Cove.”

      “You heard the news?” Angie asked.  “You know what they found in the garage?”

      “I heard it.”  Ron poked his head into the garage to look around, but he stayed outside.  “Pretty weird.”

      “The body was in the backseat of a car,” Angie said.  “I wondered if the car belonged to Leon.”

      “What kind of a car was it?  I didn’t hear all the details of the story.”

      “It was an old Pontiac.”  Angie watched Ron’s face.

      “A Pontiac, huh.”  Ron’s eyebrows went up.  “What color was the car?  Did you hear?  Was the color mentioned?”

      “It was red.”  A shiver of anxiety pulsed down Angie’s back.

      “Then that was Leon’s car alright.  It definitely was.”  Ron shook his head as he ripped a sheet of paper from the clipboard.  “He told me he had an old car he planned on restoring.  Guess we know how that worked out.  Did Elise go inside?”  The man started for the back door of the house, but stopped in his tracks and turned to Angie with a look of alarm on his face.  “Does that mean Leon killed that guy?”

      Angie couldn’t answer that question.  Yet.
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      Josh was standing at the door of the resort when Angie approached the building.  Josh had been away for a week and Angie was itching to see him.  She had on a pale yellow spring dress and her hair pulled up in a high ponytail and when she saw him waiting for her, her cheeks flushed pink.

      When Josh wrapped her in a hug and kissed her, Angie was sure her heart would burst through her chest.

      “I couldn’t wait to see you so I’ve been standing here watching for the car.”  Josh’s eyes twinkled.

      “The feeling is mutual.” Angie grinned up at the handsome resort owner who took her hand and led her into the beautiful lobby.  Being at the resort always filled Angie’s heart with happiness and contentment, and not just because of Josh.  The Roselands’ grandmother had once owned a small cottage on Robin’s Point where the resort grounds were now located.  The sisters, their mother, and grandmother had spent many happy summers together and whenever Angie was on the point, she could feel her Nana’s presence thrumming through her blood.

      “There’s a wedding here tonight and they’re setting up right now.  It’s similar to how Jenna and Tom want things.  Would you like to take a peek?”

      Angie and Josh stepped into the reception room where a fire was burning in the tall stone fireplace.  Small tables covered with white linen cloths had been placed in a circle around the room with a wedding cake table in the center.  Glass lanterns with candles inside had been placed in the middle of each table and small glass vases filled with spring flowers were scattered over the tabletops.  Pale blue plates, silverware, and crystal goblets and wine glasses sparkled under the chandelier.  A circular wall of huge windows afforded a gorgeous view of the lawns and the ocean beyond.

      Angie squeezed Josh’s hand.  “Oh, it’s beautiful.”

      “In a couple of weeks, this will be set up for your sister’s wedding.”

      “Don’t get me all teary.”  Angie brushed at her eyes with her fingertip as the two headed to the formal dining room for dinner.

      Over glasses of wine, Josh and Angie took turns telling about their week, talked about the upcoming wedding, and then discussed town news.

      “You heard about the body in the garage?”  Angie reached for a small quiche from the appetizer plate.

      “I did.  I couldn’t believe my eyes when I read about it.  The person has been identified, right?”

      Angie nodded and made eye contact with her boyfriend.  “The daughter of the man had been staying at the B and B.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Josh asked.  “The Roselands always seem to be in the middle of the excitement.”

      Angie sighed.  “Don’t forget about Mr. Finch.  He’s always right there with us.”

      “And Mr. Finch, too.”  Josh modified his statement.  “The police were here today.”

      “Chief Martin?”

      “And a detective.  They were asking me about a businessman who has a house on Marion Island.”

      “John Smith-Higgins?”

      “I should have known you were on top of it.”  Josh smiled as he raised his wine glass.  “Have you been helping Chief Martin?”

      Angie told Josh that she’d received a call from a distraught Rachel Marsten after the woman entered the garage and found the body.  “We rushed over.  We were there when the police arrived and started the investigation.”  Angie noticed the waiter approaching their table and stopped talking.  After giving their dinner orders, the conversation continued.

      “Do you have any information on John Smith-Higgins?” Angie kept her voice low so other diners wouldn’t overhear.

      “I know who he is.  I’ve met him several times through business.  He made his money through his financial and investment company, then diversified into import-exports, food distribution, casinos, car dealerships.  He’s made millions, maybe even a billion.”

      Angie’s jaw dropped.  “I’ve never heard of this guy.  He lives on Marion Island?”

      “That’s just one of his residences.  He’s hardly ever there.  I understand he spends his time between Los Angeles and New York.”

      “Did Chief Martin tell you why he was asking about Smith-Higgins?”

      “He didn’t give specifics.  He only said that it was in connection to a crime.  I assumed it must have to do with the dead garage man.”

      “It does,” Angie said.  “Rachel’s father’s name was Milton Marsten.  He was an attorney who handled divorces, finances, wealth management.  John Smith-Higgins was a childhood friend of Milton Marsten.  Smith-Higgins supposedly contacted Marsten out of the blue and asked him to come up to Marion Island.  Smith-Higgins needed Marsten’s help with something and wanted someone he could trust.  What did Chief Martin ask you?”

      “He asked if Smith-Higgins had ever been in for dinner.”

      “Has he?”

      “Sure.  Not often, but he isn’t around here very much.  He’s been here with business associates, his wife a couple of times.”

      “Did the chief ask specifically about a certain date that he might have visited?”

      “He asked if we had records going back six years.”

      “Do you?”

      “No, we don’t keep information like that.  It was a long time ago.  We’d just recently expanded the resort.  I told the chief that if they knew anything about Marsten’s credit cards, they might be able to get that information from the credit company.”

      Angie’s and Josh’s meals were brought to the table and they sat quietly eating their food for a few minutes.

      Josh looked across the table at Angie.  “Does the chief think that Smith-Higgins had something to do with Marsten’s death?”

      “Marsten told his wife he was meeting Smith-Higgins here at the resort for dinner.  She never heard from him again.”

      A look of horror washed over Josh’s face.  “I wonder if he was here that night.  I wonder if Marsten met Smith-Higgins here or did Marsten never make it.  The chief won’t be able to talk to Smith-Higgins.  The guy was involved with some illegal scheme and fled the country.”

      “When did this happen?” Angie asked.

      “About six years ago.  What about the man who owns the property where the body was found?”

      “The owner is recently deceased.”  Angie let out a sigh.  “Was that car in the garage for six years?  That’s when the coroner thinks the man was killed and it lines up with the time Marsten disappeared.  Was Marsten in the car in that garage for six years?”

      Josh put down his fork and leaned back.  “How could no one discover the man?  For all that time?  It seems impossible to hide a body in a garage for that many years.  Do you think he was in there since he was killed?”

      “It’s possible.”  Angie took a sip from her glass and stared out the window to the grounds shrouded in darkness.  “But why?  Why not bury the body?  Why leave it in the car?”

      Josh turned a palm up in a helpless gesture.  “I can’t come up with any ideas.  I can’t wrap my mind around it.  It’s just too strange.”

      “Rachel is going to take the body back to West Virginia for burial next to her mother.”

      “I’m glad she’s able to do that.  It must be terrible to always wonder what happened to someone you love.”

      Angie smiled at the man across from her.  She loved Josh’s kind heart and sincere concern for others.  “Why don’t we talk about happier things?”

      “Good idea.  How about a romantic walk along the point under the stars?”

      Angie and Josh left the dining room hand in hand and headed out of the lobby to follow the walkway along the lushly landscaped grounds to the edge of the point.  Angie could feel the spirit of her grandmother floating on the air and moving through her veins.

      The waves crashed against the beach below the bluff and the moonlight spread across the sea like a silvery, shimmering path.  Strolling along, Josh slipped his arm around Angie’s waist and pulled her close.

      “If we got married, where would we live?” Josh asked.

      Angie’s heart nearly stopped from surprise.  “Ah, um, I don’t know.”

      “Would you want to live here at the resort or would you prefer to be close to the bake shop?  Is there room for us to live in the Victorian?”

      Angie was so shocked Josh was asking such questions that she could barely think straight.  “There’s plenty of room.”

      “Could we make an apartment on the upper floor?”

      Angie chuckled.  “You’d have to kick Courtney out of her room to do that.”

      “Would she agree?  Could she move into your room on the second floor?”

      Angie turned to Josh and looked up at him with a grin.  “Why are you asking?  Do you have something in mind that I don’t know about?”

      Josh ran his finger along Angie’s cheek and jawline.  “Well, you know how I love Victorian houses.”

      “I didn’t know you had your eye on my Victorian.”  Angie chuckled.

      “Actually, my eye is on something else.”  Josh leaned down and kissed his sweetheart just as her phone buzzed.

      Angie groaned.  “I’ll ignore it.”

      Running his hand over her soft hair, Josh said, “You’d better check it.”

      Reluctantly pulling the phone from her purse, Angie read the text.  “It’s Chief Martin.  He’s interviewing the tenant who moved out two weeks ago from the rental property where the body was discovered.  He wants me and Courtney to sit in on it.”

      “Why does he?”  Josh held Angie’s eyes and pushed a strand of hair from her face.  “How do you help him?”

      Angie swallowed hard.

      “Tell me.”  Josh’s voice was gentle.  “Can you tell me?”

      Angie stared into his eyes, her heart pounding, and made a decision.  “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something, something you might find hard to believe.”  She took hold of Josh’s hand and on weak legs led him to a bench near the top of the bluff where the two sat down together under the stars.

      It was time.

      No more secrets.
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      When Angie walked into the kitchen with a dreamy smile on her face, Courtney looked up from her cereal bowl and narrowed her eyes.  “What’s wrong with you?”

      Angie startled.  “Nothing.  Why?”

      Standing at the stove making blueberry pancakes for the B and B’s guests’ breakfast, Ellie, holding a spatula aloft, turned around to stare at her sister.

      Mr. Finch added a slice of lemon to his cup of tea.  “You look quite happy this morning, Miss Angie.”

      Euclid trilled from the top of the refrigerator as Circe swished her black tail back and forth.

      “You should all be detectives,” Angie said while reaching for a box of cereal on the cabinet.

      “Well, technically,” Courtney said, “we are detectives.”

      Finch’s eyes twinkled.  “Do you have something to tell us?”

      Ellie flipped the pancakes.  “Just spill it, will you?  I almost burned the pancakes.”

      Angie carried her bowl to the kitchen table and sat down across from Courtney and Mr. Finch.  “I told Josh.”

      “Told him what?”  Courtney spooned some cereal into her mouth.

      A sly smile formed over Angie’s lips.  “You know.  About us.”

      Ellie whirled around.  “What do you mean about us?”

      Chuckling, Angie said, “You know very well what I mean.  I told him about our skills.”

      “It must have gone well if you are smiling, Miss Angie.”

      “It did go well.”  Angie’s voice sounded light.  “I decided to tell him on the spur of the moment.  At first, he thought I was kidding with him, and when it dawned on him that I wasn’t, his face went blank and my heart dropped into my stomach.  I thought he was going to get up and walk away.”

      “But, he didn’t?”  Finch buttered a slice of toast.

      “He stayed.”  Angie’s smile lit up the room.  Josh thought it was remarkable, his word.  He seemed proud of us, excited.  He said he always knew we were special.”  Tears of joy and relief welled in Angie’s eyes and she dabbed at them with her napkin.  “I’m so happy.”

      Mr. Finch rose from the table, walked to Angie, and wrapped her in a hug.  “I’m very pleased for you, Miss Angie.  And for us, as well.  We are now able to share things about the cases with your intended.”

      “We aren’t engaged, Mr. Finch.”  Angie grinned.

      “Yet.”  Courtney raised an eyebrow.  “I’m glad Josh knows.  It’s such a pain not to be able to talk about cases when he’s around.  It’s too soon to tell Rufus, but I’ll be so relieved when he knows.”

      “I’m pleased that Josh knows, too.”  Ellie lifted the pancakes onto a platter.  “I’m so happy that Josh didn’t …you know, freak out.  I’m terrified to tell Jack about it.”

      Someone knocked on the doorframe between the kitchen and the back hall and everyone turned to see Ellie’s boyfriend, Jack, standing there.  “Tell me what?”

      Ellie blushed and stammered, “What?  Well, aren’t you bright and early.”  She blinked wondering why Jack had come to the Victorian so early in the morning.  “Why are you here, Jack?  It isn’t even 6am yet.  Is something wrong?”

      “Oh, it’s almost six?”  Angie jumped up.  “I’m late for the shop.”  Pausing before hurrying to the door that led to the bake shop, she waited to hear why Jack had come to the B and B.

      “I have an early appointment in Salem so I stopped to get a takeout coffee at the shop.  I thought I’d pop in for a minute to say hello.”

      Despite her fluster, Ellie took Jack’s arm and gave him a kiss.  “I’m glad you did.”

      “I heard you say my name.  What are you afraid to tell me?”  Jack’s face seemed to have paled and his jaw muscles looked tense.

      Courtney noticed Jack’s expression and said, “Just tell him.  He thinks you’re about to dump him.”

      “No, oh … no.  Jack.  That’s not it at all.”  Ellie put her arm around Jack’s waist.

      The tension in the attorney’s face lessened a bit.  “What is it then?”

      “Why not take Jack into the family room, Miss Ellie?” Mr. Finch suggested gently.  “Miss Courtney and I will tend to the guests’ breakfasts.  We have time before we have to be at the candy store.”

      Ellie had a deer-in-the-headlights look and for a moment, Courtney was sure her sister was going to faint, but Ellie took a deep breath and pushed her shoulders back.  When she took Jack’s hand and led him towards the room at the back of the house, the two cats jumped down from the top of the fridge and raced after them.

      The three people still in the kitchen stared at each other.

      Courtney watched the two felines dart away.  “I wish I was a cat, then I could be in the room when Ellie lays this whopper on Jack.”

      Angie groaned as she rushed to the door to the bake shop.  “I have to go to work.  One of you, please, let me know what happens.”

      “Jack is a logical man.”  Finch reached for his tea cup.  “He will accept the news with grace and understanding.”

      “Really?”  Courtney shook her head.  “Jack’s reaction was the one I worried about the most.  He’s so logical, I’m not sure if he’s going to be able to believe this … or accept it.”

      Finch glanced at the clock.  “Time will tell, Miss Courtney.  Time will tell.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As she snapped a lid on a takeout latte and handed it to the customer, Angie took a quick look at the bake shop’s wall clock for about the ten-thousandth time in the past hour.  Her heart beat wildly from thinking about how Jack might take the news of the family’s skills and she wished that one of her special talents could be making things turn out happily for everyone.

      With a big grin on her face, Louisa, Angie’s employee, walked over to ring a sale into the cash register.  “Looks like your sister is having an extra nice morning.”

      “What do you mean?  Which sister?”

      Louisa motioned toward the window and Angie followed her gesture to see Ellie and Jack standing on the porch engaged in a long kiss.  Some of the bakery customers noticed the passionate embrace and a man knocked on the glass to tease the couple.

      Jack and Ellie broke from their hold, horrified that a few of the bake shop customers had seen them kissing.  The three people sitting at the table directly in front of the window chuckled and applauded causing Ellie and Jack to dash from the porch to the front lawn.

      Courtney stuck her head into the shop and, with a wide grin, said to Angie, “I think Jack is going to be late for his meeting in Salem.”

      With her nervous heart settling back to its normal rhythm, Angie returned her sister’s smile.  “I saw.”

      “Nothing but peace, love, and understanding around here.”  Courtney gave Angie a thumbs-up.  “Mr. Finch and I are going to the candy store now.  I’ll see you this afternoon.  We’re meeting Chief Martin at 4pm?”

      Angie gave a nod and feeling like the weight of the world had dropped from her shoulders, she took the next person’s order with a contented smile.  The rest of the morning flew by with Angie and Louisa chatting with the customers who were enjoying sweets and drinks at the tables, replenishing the shelves, and placing tins of muffins and breads into the commercial ovens.

      Angie was in the middle of clearing one of the tables when Louisa gave her a playful nudge.  “Here comes that handsome guy of yours.”

      A flush ran through Angie’s body when she saw Josh come into the bake shop, but when she noticed the expression on his face, her stomach dropped.

      Josh hugged her and gave her a kiss on the cheek.  “Do you have a minute?  Can we sit?  I have to tell you something.”

      Gesturing to the table by the window she’d just cleared, the two took seats.  Worry lines creased Josh’s forehead as he reached shakily across to take Angie’s hand.  “I was in the storage room going over the supply lists with the chef.  The television was on.  I heard the news reporter talking about the body in the garage and when I looked over to the TV, the artist’s sketch of the dead man was on the screen.”  Josh’s breathing was fast and shallow.  “Angie.  I saw that man.  I talked to him.  It must have been the night he disappeared.”

      “When did you see him?  You remember seeing him?” Angie’s heart pounded crazily.

      Josh ran his hand over his face.  “I was working at the resort.  I’d just finished graduate school and had joined my brother to run the resort.  The first wedding we ever held there was scheduled for that night and we wanted everything to go well.  You know how my brother is … Davis didn’t just want things to go well, he demanded that everything be perfect.”

      Louisa brought over a mug of coffee and Josh took a long swig.  “Things were in place, the room looked beautiful, guests began to arrive.  I stepped outside to be sure the valet parking was going smoothly.”  Josh took a deep breath.  “There was a man standing off to the side, he looked like he was waiting for someone.  He looked so distraught that I went over to talk to him.  I thought he was one of the wedding guests.  If my brother saw a guest upset, he would have had a fit so I knew I had to fix whatever was bothering the man.”

      Josh looked out the window.  “The man’s worry stuck out so much from the joyful mood of the other guests that it buried in my memory.  I remember what he looked like.  He had red hair, narrow features, he looked almost bird-like.   He was wearing an expensive suit.  I went over and asked if there was something I could do.  He looked at me so forlornly that I almost stepped back.  The man forced a smile and said, ‘There’s nothing anyone can do, I’m afraid.  Nothing.’  He noticed a car approaching and excused himself to go meet it.  I forgot all about the interaction ... until I saw the drawing on the news this morning.  It was him that I talked to that night.  The dead man from the garage.  It was Rachel’s father, Milton Marsten.  From what you told me, that must have been the same night he disappeared.”
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      Courtney and Angie walked next to Chief Martin as they made their way down the hall to the police station’s conference room with Angie relaying what Josh had told her several hours ago about having met Milton Marsten.

      “Josh called me after he talked to you,” Chief Martin said.  “I’m going down to the resort to see Josh after we talk to this man.”  He pushed the door open and they entered the harshly-lit room.  “These are the consultants I told you about,” the chief addressed the middle-aged man who had stood up when they entered.  The chief introduced the two Roseland sisters.  “This is Matthew Harding.  He rented from Leon Drapper for several years.”

      Everyone took seats around the white plastic table.

      “Can you tell us how long you rented the ranch from Mr. Drapper?” Chief Martin asked.

      The man who appeared to be in his late-forties cleared his throat and shifted his gaze between the chief, Angie, and Courtney as he talked.  He was slim, with dark hair and brown eyes and his hands looked calloused indicating he probably did some type of manual labor.  “I lived in the ranch house for five years.  I finally saved up some money and my girlfriend and I bought a small house of our own up in Silver Cove.”

      “And you rented the ranch from Leon Drapper?”

      “We did.”  Matthew nodded and then shook his head.  “I can’t believe that body was in the garage the whole time we lived there.  It creeped us out, I can tell you that.  I work construction.  Once, I asked about leaving some of my equipment in the garage.  I got a flat out ‘no’ from old Leon.  Guess we know why now, don’t we?”

      “What did you think of Mr. Drapper?” Angie asked.

      “As long as you paid the rent on time, Leon was fine.  He didn’t bother us.  Came by now and then to fiddle in the garage, make sure the lawn guy was doing the mowing, check the place out.  My girlfriend didn’t like him.”

      “Why not?” Courtney eyed the man.

      “She said he was a creep.  She said he was rude, said Leon made her uncomfortable, that he stared at her.  Donnalee didn’t like to be home alone when he came around.”

      “Did Mr. Drapper do anything specific to your girlfriend?” Courtney questioned.

      “Nah, nothing like that.  He made some comments about her appearance that she didn’t like.”  Matthew shrugged.  “Leon seemed like he didn’t know how to talk to people.  Anyway, Donnalee told him off.  She said she didn’t care if he kicked us out of the house.  Leon left her alone after she cussed him out.”

      Courtney decided that she liked Donnalee.

      “Did Leon ever stay in the apartment on the other side of the ranch?” the chief questioned.

      “I never saw him stay over.  Mostly, he’d come by, do some stuff in the garage, look around to see if everything was okay.  I think he showered in there once or twice.  Sometimes he’d go in to eat his lunch.  He never stayed long.  The side where the ranch meets the apartment shares a wall.  It’s paper thin.  We would’ve heard if Leon was in there.”

      Angie asked, “When Leon was in the garage working, did you ever go in to talk to him?”

      Matthew’s eyebrows shot up.  “Nope.  Leon wasn’t a talker.  Once, I saw him in the garage and I went over to say hello, but the door was locked and when he heard me trying to open it, he shook his head, made a mean face and waved me away.  He wasn’t a friendly guy.”

      Courtney leaned forward and used a conspiratorial tone when she asked, “Did you ever look in the garage’s windows to see what was in there?”

      Matthew, looking surprised, sat up straight and opened his mouth to speak, but then shut it.  After a few seconds, he gave a shrug.  “Yeah, I did.  I wondered what was so precious in there that the building had to be locked up all the time and only Leon could go in.”  Matthew scowled.  “Now I know.”

      “Was the red Pontiac in there when you looked?” Angie asked.

      “Yeah.  It was covered with a cloth, but I could see the red paint along the bottom of it.  I didn’t know it was a Pontiac though.”  Matthew looked over at the chief.  “How come me and Donnalee didn’t smell the body when we were out in the yard?”

      Chief Martin shifted in his seat.  “We believe the body had been in the garage for about a year before you moved in.  There wouldn’t have been an odor by the time you moved into the ranch.”

      Matthew’s facial muscles tensed.  “Leon was clever wasn’t he?  Rents the place to me so I was sort of like a property manager.  If the house was empty, someone might get the idea to break in, but if people are around the place, it’d be less likely anyone would try that.  I was doin’ Leon a service, wasn’t I?  Sort of guarding the property for him.”  Matthew snorted.  “Guarding Leon’s dead body and not even getting paid for it.”

      “Did you ever see anyone else go in the garage with Leon?” Chief Martin asked.

      Matthew shook his head vigorously.  “Never.  No one went in there with Leon.”

      Angie said, “It’s pretty clear that Leon knew there was a body in that car.  He couldn’t be in that garage and not know.”

      “It would be impossible for him not to know.”  Matthew folded his arms over his chest.  “Was he the killer?  Or was he doing someone a favor by keeping it in there?”

      “That’s a pretty big favor,” Courtney said.

      “Maybe he got a pretty big payoff,” Matthew huffed.

      Something about what Matthew said sent a sensation of unease along Angie’s skin, but she didn’t know what part of his comments had caused the anxiety.  Payoff?  Favor?  Killer?  All of it?

      Chief Martin’s phone buzzed and he excused himself to answer it.  “Hold on a minute,” he said into the phone.  The chief looked at Matthew.  “I apologize, but I need to take this call.  I think we’re all finished here.  Thanks for coming in Mr. Harding.  If there’s anything else, I’ll give you a call.  If you think of anything else, please don’t hesitate to contact me.”  The chief nodded at the sisters, got up and left the room.

      “Thanks for talking to us.”  Angie smiled.

      “Sorry I wasn’t any help.”  Matthew stood up.

      “Everything we learn is a help,” Courtney told the man.  “We appreciate it.”

      The three of them shook hands and started for the door when Matthew stopped.  “You know, someone else did come by while we lived there.  Not very often and I never saw the person.  It was kind of strange.”

      Angie and Courtney locked eyes with Matthew.

      “Donnalee saw her.”

      “Her?” Angie asked.

      Matthew nodded.  “Yeah, a woman.  Maybe every four months or so the woman would come by.  Always during the week, never the weekends.  I was at work when she’d show up.  Donnalee works out of the house.  She does bookkeeping, works from home for some small businesses.  Anyway, she’d see this woman drive up to the other side of the ranch.  The woman would go into the apartment, stay for about fifteen minutes, then leave.  Donnalee didn’t like it.  A couple of times, she put her ear to the wall that separated our places to see if she could hear what the woman was doing in there.”

      “Did she hear anything?”  Courtney looked intrigued.

      “Not much.”  Matthew shrugged.  “Footsteps, some thuds, nothing dramatic.”

      “Then she’d drive away?” Angie asked.

      “Yeah.  I never saw her.  I was always at work.”

      “Did this woman ever go into the garage?” Angie’s eyes narrowed.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Did you ever tell Leon about this?” Angie asked.

      “Once.  Leon told me it was the housekeeper, she had a key, and not to pay her any mind.  Really?  What kind of housekeeper would only stay for fifteen minutes?”

      Unease picked at Angie.  “Was Leon ever there when the woman came by?”

      “Never.  Donnalee was sure of that.  The whole thing seemed pretty weird.”

      “Do you think Donnalee would mind talking to us?” Courtney questioned.

      “She wouldn’t mind.”  Matthew grinned.  “She loves to talk.”

      “We’ll tell Chief Martin what Donnalee saw.  If he thinks it would be helpful to have Donnalee come in, then he’ll give you a call to arrange it.”

      “Sounds good.”  Matthew gave a nod and headed down the hallway.  Halfway to the lobby, he turned around.

      Angie and Courtney stood outside the conference room, talking, and noticed Matthew turn.

      “I just remembered something else Donnalee said.”

      A shiver ran down Angie’s back.

      “Donnalee said when she had her ear to the wall, she could hear a noise that sounded like a zipper.”

      “A zipper?” Courtney asked.  “Like on a jacket?”

      “Like on a sleeping bag Donnalee said.”  Matthew gave a shrug and walked to the lobby.

      Angie and Courtney waited to be sure Matthew had left the building before speaking.

      “A zipper, huh?”  Courtney looked at her sister.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “A woman came by every four months,” Angie said.  “Only during the day.”

      Courtney’s face was serious.  “Only during the week, never on the weekends.  I bet this woman thought no one would be around.  I bet she thought Donnalee and Matthew would both be at work.”

      “The woman went into Leon’s apartment.” Angie tapped her finger against her jaw.  “Stayed for a few minutes and then left.  When the woman was in the apartment, Donnalee could hear the sound of a zipper.”

      “A heavy zipper.”  Courtney’s eyebrow raised.  “What the heck was that woman doing in there?”
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      Chief Martin and, his wife, Lucille came into the foyer carrying a platter of chopped vegetables and Ellie ushered them into the kitchen where the rest of the group had assembled.  It was pizza and game night at the Victorian and the kitchen island was covered with individual pie pans with dough and tomato sauce already placed inside each one.  Bowls and platters of toppings piled high with sliced sausage, pepperoni, chopped peppers and onions, garlic, mushrooms, and several different kinds of cheeses were spread over the far counter.  A table had been set up in the dining room with fixings for a salad bar.

      “So,” Angie smiled, “everyone, pick up a pizza pan and then move along the counter adding whatever toppings you’d like to your pizza.  Take the pans to Tom or Mr. Finch and they’ll bake them for you.”

      Tom and Finch, wearing blue aprons from the bake shop, stood next to double ovens ready to insert and remove the pizza pans.

      “Then head into the dining room,” Courtney said.  “There’s a salad bar set up in there.”

      Josh and Rufus stood near the counter next to the refrigerator pouring beer, wine, sangria, and soft drinks into the glasses for the guests.  The cats sat on top of the fridge observing the people mingling and chatting.  Betty, Chief Martin, and Lucille picked up pans and stepped along the counter adding the toppings.  The rest of the group followed behind and when everyone had their pizzas baked and placed on white plates, they headed for the dining room.

      Settled around the table, friendly chatter ensued and eventually the talk turned to the murdered man found in the garage.

      “Rachel has taken her father back to West Virginia for burial,” Ellie said.

      “Elise, the sister of Leon Drapper who inherited his holdings, released Rachel from the lease except for the remaining weeks of May,” Angie told everyone.  “Rachel gave us the key.  We’re going to pack things up for her and ship it all back to West Virginia.”

      “Poor young woman.”  Finch cut a bite-sized piece from his pizza.  “Imagine finding her father in the garage of the house she’d just rented.  Incredible.  What were the odds?”

      Rufus finished the last of his pizza.  “So this Leon guy, he must have been the killer?”

      All eyes turned to the chief.

      “That’s our initial assumption.”  The chief dabbed his mouth with a napkin.  “Of course, initial assumptions often prove to be incorrect.”

      “Leon must have been involved somehow,” Tom said.  “The man had to know there was a dead body in that car.”

      “It’s pretty suspicious.”  Josh poured some wine into Ellie’s glass.  “If Leon didn’t kill Milton Marsten, why would he ever agree to hide the man’s body?”

      Angie and the chief exchanged a glance.

      “Money?” Tom offered.  “A threat?”

      “Both reasonable ideas.”  Chief Martin added a bit of salt to his second pizza of the night.  “Leon is a suspect.  He may be the murderer, or he may not be.  Nevertheless, he did hide a body, that’s for certain.”

      “It’s such a difficult case,” Jenna said looking over to the chief.  “Marsten is dead, his wife has passed away, Leon Drapper is dead.  How can this be solved when so many of the players are no longer alive?”

      Chief Martin let out a sigh.  “It won’t be easy.”

      Angie asked, “Is there any information on John Smith-Higgins, the man who called Marsten and asked for his help?”

      The chief swallowed his bite of pizza.  “Smith-Higgins owned a mansion on Marion Island, but barely used it.  His home-bases were in New York and Los Angeles.  He and Mr. Marsten grew up together and after high school went their separate ways.”

      “Is Smith-Higgins around?” Courtney asked.  “Can you talk to him?”

      The chief shook his head.  “Mr. Smith-Higgins is wanted for running a pyramid scheme.  He and his associates bilked people for about one billion dollars.”

      “What?” Betty almost toppled from her chair.  “Where is he?”

      Josh said, “He took off.  He left the country.  Where he went is anyone’s guess.”

      “So,” Mr. Finch remarked, “Mr. Smith-Higgins has been crossed off the list of people to interview.  What about his wife?  Is she still around?”

      “She’s in Boston, but will be arriving in Sweet Cove any day now.  Mrs. Smith-Higgins has plenty to say about her husband.  She wants to talk to me in person.”  The chief looked from Angie to Courtney and they both knew he wanted them to sit in on the meeting.

      “They never got divorced then?”  Jenna looked pensive.  “Smith-Higgins called Marsten about his desire to divorce his wife?  Obviously Marsten didn’t handle the divorce.  She’s still married to Smith-Higgins, isn’t she?”

      “So it seems.”  The chief gave a shrug.  “We’ll know more after we talk to her.  Smith-Higgins left the country shortly after Marsten went missing.”

      “Coincidence?” Josh asked.

      “That’s not what I’d put my money on,” the chief said.  “He must have known that his pyramid scheme had been found out so he high-tailed it.  How Marsten fits into this is unknown.”

      Rufus asked, “You really think Smith-Higgins had something to do with Marsten getting killed?”

      “From what I’ve heard, Smith-Higgins is a ruthless man,” Chief Martin said.  “Smith-Higgins called Marsten and requested he come up to Marion Island, maybe to assist him with a divorce or possibly for some other reason.  Smith-Higgins may not have wanted to use anyone from his inner circle since they would know the wife so he reached out to his old friend.”

      “Then Marsten went missing,” Tom said.

      “And ended up dead,” Jack added.

      Angie looked across the table.  “What could have happened to make Smith-Higgins kill his childhood friend?  Marsten had only been in the area for a couple of days.  What could have turned Smith-Higgins against him so quickly?”

      “It might not be Smith-Higgins who killed the man.”  Rufus took a swallow of his beer.  “It could have been a random person who kidnapped Marsten and killed him.”

      “I don’t think so,” Josh said.  “If it was a random person then Marsten wouldn’t have ended up in Leon’s garage.”

      “Then Leon must have done it.”  Courtney bit into her pizza slice and a long string of cheese stretched between her mouth and her hand.  “Maybe he ran into Marsten somewhere and then who knows what happened … except that Marsten got killed.”

      “Do you think Leon tried to rob him?” Jenna asked.  “Maybe Marsten fought back and then Leon killed him.”

      “Why on earth did he not bury the man?”  Betty had a sour look on her face.  “Just leave him in a car in the garage?  Leon must need his head examined.  He must be disturbed.”

      “You mean, was … was disturbed,” Courtney reminded Betty.  “Past tense.”

      Betty waved her hand in the air.  “Whatever.”  She turned to Angie.  “Did you ask Leon’s sister if something was wrong with her brother?  Was he disturbed?”

      Angie frowned at Betty’s comment and decided not to share what Elise had told her about Leon having lower cognitive skills.

      “What did Leon die from?” Ellie asked.

      The question made something ping along Angie’s spine.  “Heart attack?  Is that what his sister said?”

      “I don’t remember hearing the cause of death.”  Courtney took the last bite of her pizza slice.

      “Oh, wait.”  Angie sat up.  “It was the guy who was hired to clean out the garage.  He mentioned to me that Leon had a heart attack.”

      “Enough of all this,” Jenna stood up.  “I’m going to clear the table and bring out dessert.  Then we can play games.  I don’t want to hear any more chatter about this crime.  Only fun for the rest of the night.”

      “Good idea,” the chief agreed.

      Everyone got up to help Jenna clear the plates away and Rufus began to set out dessert plates and forks.  “I bet Leon did it,” he whispered to Mr. Finch who was laying napkins at each place setting.

      “What makes you think so?” Finch questioned.

      “Seems likely.  I bet Leon ran across Marsten, got the idea to rob the man.  Marsten resisted and ended up getting killed.  Leon didn’t know what to do with the body so he hid it in his garage.  He didn’t want to get caught burying a body so he left the corpse right where it was.”

      “It’s a good theory.”  Finch nodded.

      “But?”

      “But, incorrect.”

      “Why do you say that?”  Rufus cocked his head.

      “Just a feeling I have.”

      Angie walked in with a pot of cream and a bowl of sugar and set them on the table.

      Rufus asked Finch, “Do you have a feeling about who did do it?”

      “Not yet.”  Finch smiled.  “Are you ready for the card game?”

      “I’m always ready.”  Rufus put some swagger into his step and did a little trash talking.  “Do your best, Mr. Finch … but, accept the fact that it won’t be enough to beat me.”

      Angie shook her head at the silly bravado.

      “Perhaps a wager on the outcome?” Finch looked over the tops of his glasses.

      Rufus looked interested.  “What are the terms?”

      “If you win again, you get a large box of the candy of your choice from the shop.”

      Rufus rubbed his chin.  “Intriguing.  And if you win?”

      “If I win, I would like you to do some legal work for me, pro bono, of course.”

      “The rewards are unbalanced,” Rufus pointed out.

      “That is because my winning would be a bigger upset, thus the higher payout.”

      “You’re clever, Mr. Finch.  I’m not sure I like the terms.”

      “Not confidant enough in your ability?”  Finch kidded as he adjusted his glasses.

      “I’ll think about it.”  Rufus headed to the kitchen to find Courtney.

      Finch turned to Angie with twinkling eyes and whispered, “I don’t need any legal work done.  I’m just trying to psych him out before the game.”

      Angie chuckled.  “I didn’t realize that playing cards was such a cutthroat activity.”

      “Oh, but it is.”  Finch glanced down the hall.  “Where is Miss Betty?”

      “She’s in the kitchen trying to convince Josh to buy a parcel of land down near Coveside.”  Angie put spoons beside each plate.

      Ellie carried in a tray of mini cupcakes and put it in the middle of the dining table.  “Why do we always have to be interrupted?” she muttered.

      As Angie and Finch gave each other a look of concern thinking Ellie was having another one of her premonitions, the doorbell rang … and Angie’s heart skipped a beat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          19

        

      

    
    
      Angie opened the door to see a stocky man in his early sixties with a good head of gray hair and broad shoulders standing on the porch.  When Angie appeared in front of him, the man removed his baseball cap.

      “Sorry to bother.”  The man had a scruff of whiskers on his cheeks and was wearing jeans and a work shirt with the sleeves rolled up.  “I’m Cole Perry.”

      For a few seconds, Angie couldn’t place the name, but then she remembered that the man hired to clean out Leon’s garage had mentioned Cole.  “Oh, you knew Leon Drapper.”  She stepped back.  “Come in.”

      When Cole entered the foyer and saw everyone in the dining room enjoying dessert, he said, “You’re having a party.  I can come back another time.”

      “No, no, don’t worry,” Angie said, gesturing to the living room on the left side of the foyer.  “We can sit in here where it’s quiet.”

      Cole took a seat on the sofa sitting straight and looking uncomfortable.  “This is a pretty house.”  He glanced around the room, his eyes passing over the fireplace, the furniture, and to the glass French doors leading to the sunroom.  “I knew Professor Linden.  I did some work on her car a few times.  She was a nice lady.  I heard she left the house to you.”

      “She did.  I was certainly surprised and I’m forever grateful.  My sisters and I live here.  Can I get you a drink or some dessert?  There are cupcakes and a custard pie.”

      “Oh, no thanks.  I’ll only stay a minute.”  He looked to the room’s threshold.  “You have cats.”  Cole brightened when he saw Euclid and Circe strolling into the room.  “I have two cats, myself.”

      Unsure about what the man wanted, Euclid wore a scowl, but his expression softened when he heard what the man said about having cats of his own.  Circe jumped up next to Cole and sat beside him while he stroked her cheeks.

      “I think you’ve won them over.” Angie smiled waiting to hear why the man had come to the Victorian.

      “So.”  Cole looked over at Angie.  She could feel the nervousness coming off of him.  “I saw Ron the other day. You met him at Leon’s ranch house when he was there to give Elise an estimate for clearing out the garage.”

      Angie nodded.  “He and I talked for a little while.”

      Cole took in a deep breath.  “I knew Leon for a long time.”

      Angie nodded again to encourage the man to go on.

      “Leon would come over to my shop some nights after I closed and we’d have a beer, talk cars, shoot the breeze.  Leon loved cars.”

      Not wanting to interrupt his train of thought, Angie sat quietly hoping he’d tell her why he had come before his nervousness overcame him.

      “Leon was a loner, really.  He didn’t hang out with anyone, he just worked at his plumbing business, fixed up his houses.  His sister was in Boston.  They didn’t see each other much.”  Cole swallowed.  “Leon wasn’t the brightest bulb on the tree, if you know what I mean.”  He eyed Angie.  “He was slower than most people.  He was a good guy, shy, stayed to himself.”  Cole scratched Circe’s cheeks and she purred.  “I liked the guy.  He knew a ton about cars.  He had that old Pontiac that he wanted to restore.”  Cole stopped, realizing why Leon never did restore the car.

      Angie wasn’t sure what to say.  “I saw it.”  After the words were out of her mouth, she cringed at her useless comment.

      “After I talked to Ron and he told me you were asking questions about Leon, I decided to drop by.  Ron said you were nice.”

      “Did he?” Angie smiled.

      Cole leaned forward and looked down as he wrung his hands between his knees.

      “You want to talk about Leon?” Angie asked gently.

      Cole gave a nod without looking up.  “Something about Leon dying bothers me.”  He made eye contact with Angie.  “Not just because I considered him a friend.  It’s not that.  It’s….”

      “Is it because of the body in his garage?”

      “No.  Well, yeah, but it’s not the reason you think.”  Cole nervously ran his hand over his hair.  “Leon wouldn’t hurt a fly.  He didn’t kill that guy.  I’d bet my life on it.”

      Angie thought about all the people she’d seen interviewed on the news when something bad happened … all the people who expressed dismay or disbelief when a neighbor or coworker committed a crime. “There’s no way he could have done that,” they all said.  “He was quiet, gentle, he would never do anything like that.”  Some people were very good at hiding their true selves.

      “I came here to ask you what you think.  Should I tell the police that I don’t think Leon killed that guy?”

      Angie said, “People can act in unexpected ways if they feel threatened or anxious or upset.  Could Leon have been in a situation where he might have felt the need to fight back?  Did he have any enemies?  Did he feel worried about anything?”

      “I can’t see Leon fighting anyone.”  Cole shook his head.  “I can’t believe he had any enemies.”  The man leaned against the sofa back.  “A change came over Leon a few years ago.  I wouldn’t call it worry.  He seemed more distant, quieter.  He didn’t seem as interested in cars anymore.”  Cole looked across the room, thinking.  “After he died, I chalked up his, I don’t know, maybe you’d call it depression, to his health taking a turn.  He never complained, but maybe he wasn’t feeling so good from his heart problems and he was feeling down.  I heard it was a heart attack that killed him.”

      Angie used a soft voice when she asked, “Could Leon’s depression have stemmed from killing Mr. Marsten?  Maybe it was an accident and Leon didn’t know what to do.”

      Cole seemed to consider the possibility for a few moments and then shook his head.  “Like I said, Leon was gentle, he could come off gruff and could seem rude, but he would not hurt a fly.”  Cole said each word in a louder voice to emphasize the point.  “If Leon made a mistake so bad that he ended up taking someone’s life, I don’t think he could have held it together.  It would have killed him.  He would have told me what he’d done.  Leon believed in God.  He was loyal as they come.  He was a good person.  Now everyone thinks he’s a murderer.  It ain’t right.”

      Angie’s head was spinning.  Did Leon kill Milton Marsten and keep the body in his garage because he didn’t know what to do?  Did Leon act in self-defense?  But why would Marsten threaten Leon?  What in the world happened?

      “Have you talked to Leon’s sister?” Angie asked.  “Did you tell her your concerns?”

      “Nah.  Elise is never around … she lives in Boston.  She’s a lawyer, you know.  I never met her.  Leon said she was kind of stuck up.”

      “Leon and Elise weren’t close?” Angie asked.  “Do you think Leon would confide in Elise?”

      “I’d be surprised if he did.  Elise was a few years younger.  Leon told me his sister was bossy, was always telling him what to do.  I’m sure she was just making sure everything was okay with him, trying to keep an eye on him, but Leon saw it as pushy.  Leon did good on his own.  He had some trouble with numbers, but he hired a bookkeeper for his business.  He was aware of his weaknesses.”

      “When I met the man who is being hired to clean out the garage, Ron, he told me he was surprised that Leon retired so early.  He said Leon had been retired from his plumbing business for about ten or fifteen years.  How did Leon afford to stop working so young?  He must have been what, forty-five, fifty when he retired?”

      “I asked Leon the same questions,” Cole said.  “I was worried he was making a mistake.  Like I said, he was no good with numbers so I wondered if he tried to calculate how much money he needed for retirement and made a mistake.  Leon got grumpy.  He said he had plenty of money and not to be a pain asking him questions about it.  He said he knew what he was doing.”  Circe curled up on Cole’s lap and the man adjusted his position to accommodate the sweet cat.  “I worried Leon would get bored just hanging around all the time.  Structure was good for him.  When I brought that up, he barked at me and told me again that he knew what he was doing.  I left it alone after that.  After he sold his business, Leon worked on his rental houses and seemed busy enough so I didn’t worry.”  Cole let out a sigh.  “I miss the guy.  We were friends for a long time.”

      “I’m sorry about what’s happened,” Angie said.  “I’m sure it would make Leon happy to know that you’re defending him and that you want people to know he was a good person.  You’re a good friend.”

      Euclid trilled from his spot on the chair next to the fireplace.

      Cole looked over at the big orange boy and smiled before turning back to Angie.  “Thanks, but what do I do?  Leon didn’t kill that guy.  I’d stake my life on that.  After the news about the body came out, I made a promise to myself … and to Leon, that I would make sure people knew he was innocent.  But, how do I get the police to look for the real killer?  Should I go tell them what I just told you?”

      Angie thought over everything she’d heard.  “Do you want to talk to the police right now?”

      Cole blinked.  “Yeah, but there wouldn’t be anyone to talk to at the station at this time of night.  The detectives and the police chief must have all left by now.”

      Jenna poked her head into the living room.  “Everything okay?”

      Angie nodded.  “This man is a friend of Leon Drapper.  He says Leon is innocent.  Would you ask Chief Martin to come in and talk to us?”

      Jenna nodded and headed away to get the chief.

      “The chief is here?” A look of surprise flashed over Cole’s face.

      “He’s a friend of ours.  I think he’d be interested in what you have to say.”  Angie asked Cole a difficult question.  “Do you think Leon knew the body was in his garage?”

      Cole hesitated and then said, “I can’t believe he knew about the body and didn’t say anything.”  Lines of concern formed over his forehead.  “Unless….”

      “Unless what?” Angie asked.

      “Unless someone scared the heck out of Leon to stay silent.”
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      As the police car approached the Sweet Cove resort, Jenna looked over the beautiful grounds to where her Nana’s cottage once stood and let out a sigh.  “I wish Mom and Nana were here to see me get married.”

      Angie shifted in the front seat to look back at her sister.  “They’re here in spirit.”

      Jenna gave a weak smile.  “I’m feeling overwhelmed at the moment.”

      “I know.”  Angie nodded wishing she could reach over the back of the seat to give Jenna a hug.  “The wedding plans are in order.  We’re all here to help.  Tom’s a great a guy.  It’s all good.”

      “Tom’s the best guy in the whole world.”  Jenna caught Chief Martin’s quick glance at her from the rear view mirror.  “Present company excluded, of course, Chief.”

      “Let’s say Tom is one of the best guys in the world,” Angie suggested.

      “I can agree to that statement,” Chief Martin said with a smile.

      Jenna, Angie, and the chief were on their way to the resort for an interview with Mrs. Smith-Higgins, the wife of the man who was Milton Marsten’s childhood friend.  The wealthy Mrs. Smith-Higgins did not have any desire to set foot into a dingy police station so she requested that the meeting take place in her resort suite.

      Walking to the woman’s exclusive cottage, Chief Martin told the sisters what he knew.  “A smart woman, educated at Yale, a graduate of Dartmouth’s Amos Tuck business school.  Mrs. Smith-Higgins, she doesn’t use his name actually, she goes by Julia Belton, is from a wealthy family with lots of connections in business and politics.  She started a consulting company when she was in her late twenties and it’s grown into a multi-national corporation.  She married her husband when she was in her forties, no kids.  Mr. Smith-Higgins is known to be a philanderer.  It didn’t go over well with his wife.”  The chief stopped in front of one of the cottages set back from the brick walkway and surrounded by lush plants and trees for maximum privacy.  “Here we are.”

      A tall, slender woman in her fifties opened the door.  Wearing a slim-cut skirt and a silk blouse, Julia Belton had short, stylishly cut blonde hair and piercing blue eyes.  “Chief Martin, I assume.”  She stepped back to admit the three visitors and eyed the two young women.

      Chief Martin made introductions and they took seats on the white sofas set around the fireplace.  Angie always wondered how the resort kept the white furniture looking so pristine.

      “As you know, Ms. Belton,” the chief began, “we’re investigating the death of Milton Marsten, a close childhood friend of your husband.”

      “Call me Julia.  I never met the man.”  The woman leaned back in her chair giving off an air of confidence and authority.  “John never mentioned him.”

      “Did your husband talk much about his boyhood?” the chief asked.

      “He didn’t.  John preferred to focus on the future.”  A cloud descended over the woman’s face and she scoffed.  “You see what that did for him.”

      “We heard that your husband is no longer in the country,” Angie commented.  “Do you know when he left?”

      “About six years ago.”  Julia placed her hands lightly on the arms of her chair, giving the impression of a queen relaxing on her throne.  “I understand John left around the same time that Milton Marsten went missing.”

      “That’s right,” the chief said.

      Julia tapped her manicured index finger against the fabric of the chair.  “The theory is that John contacted his old friend and the man disappeared shortly after arriving in the area?”

      Chief Martin nodded.

      “Why do you suspect John?  Anything could have happened to Mr. Marsten.”

      Jenna said, “Mr. Marsten was supposed to meet your husband here at the resort for dinner.  We don’t know if he met him or not, but indications suggest that Marsten went missing that night.”

      “Perhaps the man left the area and returned to his home.”

      “That’s unlikely,” Angie told the woman.  “Especially since Mr. Marsten’s body was found in a garage not far from here.”

      “It is also unlikely that you are ever going to find out if John was responsible.”  Julia seemed to be becoming agitated.  “He’s long gone and he won’t be returning.”

      “What was going on at the time John called Mr. Marsten?” Angie asked.

      Julia scrunched up her forehead.  “What do you mean?”

      “We’re trying to understand why John called Marsten.”  Angie thought the woman was deliberately being uncooperative.  “It had been nearly forty years since they’d parted ways.  What would make John call on his old friend?”

      Julia chuckled.  “John was running a scheme … a very fruitful one, but still a scheme.  He made millions conning people.  Perhaps, John was trying to find a way out of his mess so he contacted Marsten.  If the man was an old friend, maybe John thought he could confide in him.  He certainly wouldn’t want to alert anyone he was working with at the time in case they reported him to the authorities.  John had a formal, charming, professional veneer, but underneath it all, he was nothing but a low-life con man.”

      Jenna asked, “What was your relationship like?”

      Julia’s face took on a momentary look of surprise, but she quickly composed herself.  “Initially, John conned me, too.  I enjoyed being with him, we had things in common, he was attentive, interested in my career.”  Folding her hands in her lap, she went on.  “It was all a façade.  John wanted to use my corporation to launder his pyramid scheme money, that’s why he had such a strong interest in me.  Ha.  I’m ashamed to say I fell for it.  I didn’t fully figure it out until just before he ran away, but I was suspicious for some time prior to that.”  Julia reached for the cut-glass goblet on the table next to her and sipped.  “John attempted to make it look like I was the one running the scheme.  Me.  He was falsifying documents so that it appeared to be me who was the conman.  I think he planned it from the moment we met.  He needed my large, international company to move the illegal money through.”  Julia’s knuckles had turned white from the clenching grip of her hands.

      “What did you do when you figured out John’s motive?” Angie questioned.  The fury and agitation coming off of Julia made Angie’s heart pound.

      “I made a promise to myself.  I wouldn’t allow John to destroy me, my reputation, or my company.  He wasn’t going to ruin what I’d worked so hard to build.”  Julia cleared her throat.  “I started to collect information on John’s activities.  I managed to put together quite a dossier against him.”

      “Were you still together during this time?”  Jenna’s face seemed pale.

      Julia’s lips pressed tightly together.  “We didn’t spend much time together.  I was in Boston most of the time and John was usually in New York.”

      Chief Martin was pleased with the Roseland sisters’ line of questioning and was content to remain quiet and let them handle the interview.

      Angie’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “If you and John weren’t together often, how did you collect so much confidential information on what he was doing?”

      Julia sat straighter and leaned forward taking offense at Angie’s question.  “Do you think I’m making this up?”

      Angie unconsciously pressed back against her seat in reaction to Julia’s aggression.  “That didn’t cross my mind.  I only wondered how you managed.”

      Julia’s shoulder muscles seemed to relax a little.  “I have a couple of confidants in John’s company.”

      “They fed you the information?” Jenna asked.

      “They did.  I will not name them … not under any circumstances.”

      If the Ponzi scheme caused the players to appear in a court case sometime in the future, the chief knew that it might be necessary for Julia to name her contacts unless she was willing to be held in contempt of court, but he decided that staying quiet on the matter was in their best interests.

      “In light of what was going on,” Angie said, “could you speculate on the reason why John called on Milton Marsten?  Do you think he suspected that you were on to him?”

      “John didn’t know what I was doing.”  Julia took a deep breath.  “I believe he was planning to divorce me.  He’d done what he needed to … at least, that was what he thought.  John didn’t think he needed me or my company anymore.  Actually, I believe John recognized that time was running out and the authorities were preparing to arrest him.  It was time to cut ties and run.”

      “Was John acting desperate?”  Jenna tried to sit as straight as Julia.  “Was he losing his cool?  Did you interact with him at the time?”

      “I saw him a few days before he took off.”  Julia’s face flushed with anger, but the corners of her lips turned up.  “He wasn’t his usual cool, calm self.  He was sweating, twitchy.  His eyes darted around.  It seemed like he was high.  Desperate?”  She nodded.  “I might use that word to describe his behavior.”

      Jenna made eye contact with the businesswoman.  “I’ve been wondering this whole time … where is all the money John stole?”

      Julia’s eyebrows shot up.  “We weren’t able to figure that out.  My guess would be somewhere in the Cayman’s.”  She shot the chief a look.  “Law enforcement can figure that out.  I spent enough of my time gathering information on that monster.  You can be sure the money is somewhere within John’s easy reach.”

      Everyone sat in silence for a few moments.

      “Perhaps, John’s dear friend caught on to what John was doing.  Maybe John told Marsten what was going on.  John might have wanted his friend’s help getting out of the country.  It could be that Mr. Marsten refused to assist with the illegal activity … so John killed him to keep him quiet.”

      The words made Angie’s stomach clench.

      It was a very strong possibility.

      But what was the connection between John Smith-Higgins and Leon Drapper?  How did Marsten’s body get into Leon’s garage?
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      With her blue apron tied behind her back, Angie stood at the kitchen island mixing ingredients and creaming butter.  Mr. Finch sat across from the baker with a cup of tea in his hand listening intently to the young woman’s tale.  Ellie was listening too, and every so often, with a grunt of disapproval, she would stop what she was doing to turn and stare at Angie.

      “John Smith-Higgins sounds like a monster.”  Ellie lifted a pan of butterscotch muffins from the oven and placed them on a cooling rack.  “Where do people like this come from?”

      Courtney stumbled into the kitchen and sleepily prepared a bowl of cereal with blueberries.  Sitting down next to Finch, she watched Angie whisk ingredients in a glass bowl.  “What’s cookin’?”

      Keeping her eyes on her work, Angie replied, “Chocolate caramel muffins.”

      “Yum.  Maybe one of these days, I’ll check into the B and B as a guest so you and Ellie will prepare my breakfast in the morning.”

      “If you’re a paying guest, then yes, I will prepare your breakfast.”  Ellie scrambled eggs in a large frying pan.  “But not unless you are a paying guest.”

      Courtney winked at Mr. Finch.  “Don’t you think Ellie is too focused on money and not concerned enough with the well-being of her youngest sister?”

      “You know, Miss Courtney….”  Finch buttered his toast.  “Your question presents me with two equally undesirable outcomes.  If I agree with you, then Miss Ellie will be offended and if I don’t agree with you, then you will be offended.  Therefore, I will enjoy my toast and remain silent.”

      “That is known as a cop-out, Mr. Finch.”  Courtney smiled as she spooned cereal into her mouth.  “Here’s another question.  Why is Angie in the middle of a cooking frenzy?”

      Angie looked up for a second.  “What does that mean?”

      “Whenever you are stressed or trying to figure something out, you start baking like a maniac.  You’re doing it now.”

      Finch sipped his tea.  “Miss Angie was just telling us about her visit to see Mrs. Julia Smith-Higgins.  It is quite interesting.”

      “Oh, that’s right.  You and Jenna went to the interview yesterday.  What happened?”

      Angie went through the story one more time and when it was over, she was whisking eggs like she was trying to kill them.

      “You better slow down, Sis, or you’re going to injure yourself,” Courtney kidded.

      Angie put the whisk down and ran the back of her hand over her forehead.

      “So Mr. Smith-Higgins eluded arrest for running some scheme that cheated his clients and made him millions.”  Courtney added more cereal and milk to her bowl.  “And he used his wife’s company to launder some of the money which could have implicated her in the crime.  Smith-Higgins sounds like a real charmer, but….”  She poked the air with her spoon.  “Julia Smith-Higgins sounds like a hard, vengeful person.”

      “I can understand the rage she felt for her husband and what he did to her.”  Angie ladled the muffin mixture into tins.  “Julia poured her life into her company, but she seems so bitter and vindictive.  She made me very uncomfortable.  I was glad to get away from her.”

      “What do you think the connection could be between Smith-Higgins, Milton Marsten’s death, and Leon?”  Courtney’s eyebrows scrunched up thinking over the possibilities.

      Angie prepared another muffin tin.  “I bet that Smith-Higgins wanted Milton’s help either with the safe movement of money or with getting him out of the country.  Milton must have refused and Smith-Higgins killed him.  Smith-Higgins must have forced Leon to hide the body.  I bet he threatened Leon to keep quiet.”

      The cats trilled from the top of the refrigerator.

      Ellie piped up.  “How did Smith-Higgins know Leon?”

      “I don’t know,” Angie said.  Something about the case picked at her as if there was an important clue in all that she’d heard, but she couldn’t put her finger on what was bothering her.  She forced her mind to focus on something else.  “This afternoon I’m going to make four cakes that Tom and Jenna will sample.  The one they pick will be the wedding cake flavor.  If any of you are around, come and help with the taste test.  There will be plenty of cake.”

      Courtney groaned.  “I would love to give my two cents, but I have to work at the candy store until closing tonight.  Save me some cake?”

      “Miss Jenna asked if I might be around this evening,” Mr. Finch said.  “She wants to talk to me about something.  Any idea what she has on her mind?”

      “She asked me if I’d be around this evening to chat, too.”  Angie shrugged.  “I’ve no idea what she wants to talk about.  Maybe she wants to coordinate the macarons you’re making to go with the wedding cake for dessert, to be sure the flavors go well together.  Or maybe there’s some news about Katrina, her house ghost, and she wants to talk it over with us.”

      Finch gave a nod, collected his breakfast dishes, and loaded them into the dishwasher.  “I’m off to the candy store.  I’ll see you this evening.”

      Angie took a look at the clock.  “I need to get going.  Louisa must be in the bake shop already.”

      Ellie told her sister that she’d take the muffins out of the oven when they were ready so that Angie could get to work.  Changing her apron to the blue one with Sweet Dreams Bake Shop embroidered at the top edge, Angie tied up her hair, washed her hands, and headed into the bakery-café to start the day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was a busy morning in the shop with Louisa and Angie bustling about waiting on customers, chatting with regulars, and refilling the bakery cases.  When things finally slowed, Angie sighed.  “Whew.  The tourist season seems to be starting earlier this year.  I think I’d better hire us some help real soon.”

      Louisa cleared and wiped down the tables.  “It was hard to keep up with things today … people were coming and going like there was a revolving door on the place.”  She chuckled.  “The time sure flew by.  The morning’s over already.”

      The door opened and in came Francine, the stained-glass artist who had a shop in the center of Sweet Cove.  Francine, her honey blonde hair swinging over her shoulders and her emerald green eyes sparkling, hurried over to Angie and gave her a hug.  “I haven’t been in here for ages so I decided to stop by for a coffee and a pastry.”  In an unusual twist, Angie and her sisters had learned that Francine’s grandmother had known both their Nana and Katrina Stenmark, Jenna’s ghost.

      Louisa went to get Francine’s order while Angie and her friend took seats at the table by the window and chatted about their businesses, the upcoming summer season, and town news.

      “Have you heard from Rachel?” Francine asked, picking up her fork and taking a bite of the apple crisp.

      “Only some quick emails.  Her father has been laid to rest and she told me her heart feels more peaceful now that she was able to bring her dad home.  We have a couple of more boxes to fill from the rental house that we’ll ship back to Rachel, then we’ll return the key to the woman who inherited the house.”

      “Rachel seemed like a nice girl.”  Francine sipped her latte.  “I was looking forward to having her help in the glass shop.”

      “Have you found someone to replace her?” Angie asked.

      “I have.”  Francine smiled.  “The man will start at the end of the month.  He has some experience.  I’ll be happy to have him.”  With a grin, Francine praised Angie’s apple crisp and then her face took on a serious expression.  “Had you ever met Leon Drapper?”

      Angie was surprised at the question.  “I didn’t.  Did you know him?”

      Francine lifted her napkin.  “I did.  He did some plumbing work for me at my house in Silver Cove.  He came into the glass shop quite a lot.  He loved stained glass … he bought lamps from me, a chandelier, some suncatchers.”  She made eye contact with Angie.  “He was a nice man, shy, quiet.”

      Angie cocked her head.  “You don’t think he killed that man in his garage?”

      “I absolutely do not believe that Leon could ever do such a thing.”

      Angie rested her chin in her hand.  “You’re the second person who’s told me that in a couple of days.”

      “Leon was a gentle, even-keeled man.  He could seem gruff, but that was just his shyness.  I went to the police station and told Chief Martin my thoughts.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He appreciated that I came to see him.  He’d consider what I’d told him as they go forward with the investigation.”  Francine dabbed her lips.  “I know it’s police-speak, but I had to do it.  I feel that strongly.  Leon did not kill that man.”

      Angie leaned in closer.  “If Leon didn’t kill Milton Marsten, how did the body get inside Leon’s garage?  Inside his car?”

      Francine sighed.  “I don’t have an answer for that.  Maybe someone was trying to frame him.  I just don’t know.”  The woman glanced out the window to the Victorian’s green lawn for a few moments, and then turned back.  “I was the one who suggested that Rachel get in touch with Leon’s sister to see about renting the ranch house.  I knew Leon kept his houses in tip-top shape.  Isn’t that odd, though?  That I suggested that house?  That Rachel found her father at that house?  It gives me a chill.  Such a strange coincidence, don’t you think?”  A shiver ran over Francine’s skin and she shook her shoulders.

      “It is strange.”  Angie’s head buzzed with the news that Francine had suggested the rental house to Rachel.  Was there some outside force at work that caused Francine to recommend that house to Rachel?  Angie gave a weak smile.  “Maybe it was fate intervening?”

      “Fate?”  Francine shook her head.  “I’m thankful that girl has found her poor father, but who killed him?  Is the murderer walking the streets of Sweet Cove?  Is the murderer right here among us?”

      Angie was afraid of that very thing.
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      With the cats watching from the top of the refrigerator, Angie put four slices of cake on the plates in front of Jenna and Tom.  “Okay, try one, take a drink of water, then try another.”

      “They all look great.”  Tom smiled at Jenna and they each lifted their forks to their mouths.  Closing his eyes for a few seconds, Tom moaned, “Heaven.”

      “Try not to say anything after you take a bite.”  Angie gestured to the small pads of paper next to the plates.  “Make some notes.  That way you won’t influence each other and we can get some honest comments.”

      Jenna giggled.  “It has to be done so officially.”

      Tom and Jenna spent the next fifteen minutes trying the cake samples and writing down their thoughts.

      “No peeking.”  Jenna slid her paper away from Tom’s view.

      Mr. Finch came into the kitchen from the back door and crossed to the island.  “I see the taste-testing is under way.”

      “Here are the samples, Mr. Finch.”  Angie put a plate in front of the man.  “Try them, but don’t tell these two what you think until we get their opinions.”

      While Finch tried the cake slices, the soon-to-be-wed couple compared notes and let out laughs when they realized they’d both given five stars to the same cake flavor.

      “We have a winner,” Tom announced with fanfare.

      Angie beamed.  “White cake with raspberry mousse filling and a white chocolate ganache for the frosting.”

      “Our compliments to the baker.”  Jenna nodded as she and Tom lifted the glasses of water to toast Angie.

      “Wonderful choice,” Mr. Finch agreed.

      Angie cut four slices of the winning cake and they each enjoyed the delicious flavors with cups of tea.

      “What did you want to talk to us about?” Angie asked her twin sister.

      Jenna placed her fork on her dessert plate and gave Tom a quick look.  She straightened in her seat.  “The wedding is coming fast.”  Her eyes moved from Angie to Finch.  “Everything is just about set except for a few things.  I want to ask you both about one of them.”  Jenna took in a deep breath.  “Angie … Mr. Finch, it would be a great honor if the two of you would walk me down the aisle on my wedding day.”

      The two cats trilled from their perch as Angie’s eyes widened and Finch’s mouth opened.  In less than a second, Angie had burst into tears and Finch, placing an arm over her shoulders, dabbed at his eyes with his napkin, but missed one glistening tear that traced down his cheek.

      Jenna teased, “You can both say no if it’s too upsetting.”

      “Yes,” Angie blubbered.  “Yes, I’d love to walk you down the aisle.”

      Mr. Finch, despite clearing his throat, had to choke out his words.  “It would be a great honor, Miss Jenna.  My heart is close to bursting.”

      Jenna had wrapped them both in a huge hug when Ellie walked in, saw the scene, and stopped in her tracks.  “What’s happened?  What’s wrong?”

      When she was told what Jenna had asked Angie and Finch, Ellie placed her hand over her heart and sighed.  “Thank heavens it’s a good thing that’s making them cry.”

      Jenna took Ellie’s hand.  “I want to ask you and Courtney something.  Courtney is still at work so I’ll start with you.  I’d like you and Courtney to be my maids-of-honor.”

      Ellie’s bottom lip quivered.  “Me?  Me and Courtney?  Your maids-of-honor?”  Her eyes filling with tears, Ellie wrapped her arms around Jenna and let the tears drop onto her shoulder.  “Yes, thank you for asking me.”

      Tom caught Jenna’s eye and grinned.  “Three for three for making them cry.  Let’s place bets.  Who thinks Courtney will cry when Jenna asks her?”

      Ellie took Mr. Finch’s napkin and wiped her cheeks with it.  “Courtney isn’t a crier.  She’ll whoop instead.”

      The group agreed unanimously with Ellie.

      After the three composed themselves, Ellie left to meet Jack for dinner and a movie, Tom left to help a friend with a kitchen project, and Mr. Finch went out to the front porch to wait for Betty Hayes to pick him up for dinner at her house.  Before heading out to the porch, Finch hugged Jenna again.  “Thank you, Miss Jenna.  It will be a privilege to be by your side as you walk down the aisle to that fine man.”  Finch bowed to the young woman before him, gripped his cane, and left the kitchen smiling from ear to ear.

      “It’s just you and me this evening,” Jenna said to Angie and then looked up at the cats.  “Oh yes, and two fine felines.  How about we all head to the family room with some snacks?”

      “I’m in.”  Angie rustled in the cabinet for a big bag of chips as the cats zoomed from the kitchen to the cozy den at the back of the house.  They put the television on, sat side by side on the sofa, gobbled the chips, and dozed off for an hour.

      Angie startled awake from the wailing of a police siren and she breathed a sigh of relief when she realized the noise was coming from the television crime show.

      “What was that?” Jenna sat up rubbing at her eyes.

      “It’s just the TV.”  Angie’s heart raced and she got up to pour some water from the pitcher into her glass.  She held the cool tumbler against her temple.  “I was dreaming about the body in the garage.”

      Jenna frowned.  “Can’t escape it even when you sleep.”

      Angie plopped down on the sofa and scratched Circe’s cheeks.  “What are you thinking?  You think Smith-Higgins killed Marsten?”

      “It seems he could have been the one who did it.”  Jenna adjusted the throw pillow behind her back.  “It wasn’t Leon who killed Marsten was it?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Euclid jumped off the side chair and came over to sit between Angie and Jenna.

      “Somebody scared Leon into hiding the body in his garage,” Angie said.  “It must have been Smith-Higgins … but how did he know Leon?”

      “We should talk to Leon’s sister, Elise.  Ask her if Leon ever mentioned Smith-Higgins.  Ask her if she has any idea how those two very different people came into contact with one another.”  Jenna stood up to get her laptop.  “In fact, let’s do some information gathering.”  Returning to the sofa, she tapped at the keyboard.  “Let’s start by looking up Smith-Higgins.”

      

      “Here he is.”  Jenna tilted the laptop so Angie could see.  “Lots of pictures and articles about him.  Charity events, posing with politicians, attending business meetings.  The usual for someone at the top of a financial institution.”  She pointed at the screen.  “These articles start reporting on his disappearance and his scheme to defraud his investors.  Well, how the mighty have fallen.”

      Angie read what Jenna was pointing to.  “I guess being a multi-millionaire by legitimate means wasn’t enough.”

      “Let’s look up his wife.  Julia Belton.  Here we go.”  Jenna paraphrased the article out loud.  “It’s all the things we knew about her.  Well-educated, ambitious, hardworking, determined.  Founded and still runs Belton Financial Services and Consulting.  Never married until she wed Smith-Higgins.  No children.  She’s generous about giving to charity.  Likes to golf.  All the stuff you’d associate with a wealthy self-made business person.”

      “Look up Leon,” Angie suggested.

      Jenna tapped.  “Drapper Plumbing and Heating, sold to a Peter Walden, a few years ago.  A list of properties he owned.  Here’s Leon’s obituary.”

      The sisters read the short death notice.

      “Not much,” Angie said.  “It’s nothing new.  No new details about Leon’s life.  We’re running into brick walls.”

      Euclid hissed causing Jenna and Angie to jump.

      “Sheesh, Euclid, what’s the matter?” Jenna eyed the cat.

      Angie leaned forward.  “Look up Elise.  Leon’s sister.  Elise Wender.  She’s a lawyer.  Lives in Boston.”

      Jenna entered the name into the search engine and clicked on articles that came up.  “Look at this.”  Jenna’s voice hitched with excitement.  “Elise Wender worked as an attorney at Belton Financial, Julia’s company.  They must know each other.”

      “They might not,” Angie said.  “It depends on how high up in the company Elise was.  Can you tell?”

      “No, not without a chart of the company’s hierarchy.  Those two women must know each other.  Maybe Elise introduced Julia and her husband to Leon.  Maybe that’s the connection.”

      Angie felt a buzz of anxiety pulse through her muscles.  “There are too many threads in this mess.  Which one will lead us to the killer?”

      “Maybe the one we least expect.”  Jenna narrowed her eyes.  “Did you set up an appointment time with the girlfriend of the guy who used to rent the ranch house?”

      “Not yet.  With everything that’s been going on, it slipped my mind.”

      “Text the guy.  He gave you his number, right?” Jenna asked.  “Let’s meet with that girlfriend.  She worked out of the house.  She was there all the time.  Let’s pick her brain, see what she knows.”

      Angie sent the text asking if they could meet.  Within five minutes, a day and time had been set.  The former renter and his girlfriend would meet Angie and Jenna tomorrow at the bake shop after it closed for the day.

      Something jittered over Angie’s skin that made her feel like they were getting close.  But to who?
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      “Maybe they’re not coming.”  Jenna wiped down the café tables in Angie’s bake shop while nervously taking looks out the window.  It had been forty-five minutes since the bakery closed and the former renter and his girlfriend had not yet arrived for the meeting.

      “They’ll come.”  Angie stacked clean dishes and cups into the upper cabinet.  “I know they’ll come.”

      A quiet knock sounded on the door and the sisters looked up expectantly.  Matthew Harding had his face up near the window in the door peeking into the shop.  Someone stood behind him.

      Jenna unlocked the door, pushed it open, and introduced herself.

      “This is my girlfriend, Donnalee,” Matthew said.

      Donnalee appeared to have had a hard life.  Her hair was cut short and a bad, blonde dye job made her hair seem about to break off in pieces.  She was thin and dark circles showed in the pale skin under the chocolate brown eyes peering out from under the fringe of bangs.

      Coffee and tea were offered and brought to one of the tables.  Angie placed a platter with assorted pastries in the center of the table and they took seats.

      “Thanks for coming to talk with us.”  Angie smiled at Donnalee.

      Donnalee gave a quick nod.

      “I heard you just moved into your own house.”  Jenna lifted her mug.  “Congratulations.”

      A happy smile spread over Donnalee’s face and she took a quick look at Matthew.  “It’s a great house.  We love it there.”

      “Donnalee planted some flowers around the front and in the window boxes.”  A look of pride showed on Matthew’s face.  “We started painting, too.  It feels good to finally have our own place.  It was a long time coming.”

      Donnalee pushed at her bangs.  “It took forever to save up the down payment, but we did it.”  When she smiled, a row of perfect white teeth showed.  “I never thought I’d have my own home.”

      Angie liked Donnalee right away … the way the woman beamed at Matthew, the joy she gave off when talking about her house, made her seem kind and appreciative of all she had.

      Donnalee sighed and gave a slight, involuntary shudder.  “And we won’t ever have to worry that someone is hiding a dead body on the property.”

      “Did you ever see anything strange going on in the garage?” Jenna asked.

      “Nothing,” Donnalee said.  “Leon would go in there once in a while to get a tool or whatever.  I never thought anything was weird, though.”

      “Matthew told me that Leon made you uncomfortable?” Angie questioned.

      “Leon was really quiet and gave me a few compliments when we moved in.  Right away, I felt on edge.  I thought he was a creep.  I’ve been thinking about it … now I wonder if Leon was just no good at small talk, like he didn’t have good social skills, you know what I mean?  Maybe I blew it out of proportion.”  Donnalee looked down and then reached over to take Matthew’s hand in hers.  “I don’t trust many guys.  I learned early on to be careful.  Maybe I wasn’t fair to Leon.”

      Angie brought up something else.  “Matthew told me that you saw a woman come and go from the apartment attached to the ranch house.  Can you tell us what you saw?”

      “Every so often, maybe once every three or four months, a woman would drive up to the apartment side.  She’d go inside, stay a little while, and then leave.  At first, I thought it was a cleaning lady, but wouldn’t a cleaning lady come more often and stay longer?”

      “Did she bring things inside?” Jenna asked.  “Like a vacuum, cleaning supplies, anything?”

      “She didn’t bring any cleaning stuff inside.  I could see the back of the apartment from my desk near the window.”  Donnalee looked from Jenna to Angie.  “I wasn’t spying on her or anything.”

      Angie nodded, encouraging Donnalee to say more.

      “The first time I saw her, I thought someone was moving in.  But she left fast and didn’t come back for a couple of months.”

      “Could it have been Leon’s sister coming to check on the apartment?” Angie surmised.

      Donnalee blinked.  “I didn’t know Leon had a sister.”

      “What did the woman look like?”

      Donnalee didn’t answer right away.  “I didn’t really pay attention to how she looked.  She’d just come, go in, come out, and leave.”

      “Can you remember anything about her at all?”  Jenna looked hopeful.

      Donnalee gazed at the tabletop gathering her thoughts.  “She always wore sunglasses, even on cloudy or rainy days.  I remember that because I thought does she think she’s a celebrity or something?  You know how singers and actors wear sunglasses a lot?  They think sunglasses make them anonymous.”  Donnalee shook her head with a smile.

      “What about her build?”  Angie tried to jog Donnalee’s memory.  “Was she tall?  Short?  Heavy?  Slim?”

      “She wasn’t tall.  Seemed just average.  She wasn’t fat.  I’d say slim.”

      “What color hair?”

      Donnalee bit her lip.  “Come to think of it, I never saw her hair.  She always wore a hat or she had a kerchief over her head.  You know, like a bandana.”

      Angie’s heart started to sink.  She’d hoped that Donnalee would be able to give a good description of the woman who visited the apartment on a regular basis.

      “What about the car she drove?” Jenna asked.

      “That was odd, too.”  Donnalee leaned forward.  “It was always a different car.  Sometimes, a van … sometimes, a sedan.  She even came in a pickup truck a couple of times.”

      “Did you ever go outside to talk to her?  Or were you ever outside when she showed up?” Angie wondered if Donnalee had ever spoken to the woman.

      “I was always at my desk.  Once I came home from getting groceries and I saw tire tracks in the snow leading to the driveway for the apartment.  I figured she’d come and gone when I was at the store.”

      “Could you get a sense of how old she was?” Angie clutched at straws.

      “She wasn’t an old lady.  She had some energy when she moved, but I couldn’t really say what her age was.”  A frown formed over Donnalee’s face.  “Sorry, I’m not much help, am I?”

      “You are.”  Angie made eye contact with Donnalee and smiled.  “Lots of little things can help.  Even things that don’t seem like anything at all.”  Something pinged in Angie’s brain.  “You said the first time you saw the woman you thought she was moving in.  Did she move things into the apartment that day?”

      Donnalee nodded.  “She brought in some suitcases.”

      Jenna’s eyes widened.  “Did she bring them out again?”

      “Only one.”

      “Can you remember how many suitcases she carried in?”

      “Not exactly.  It was more than the one she left with though.”

      “Think back,” Angie said.  “Did the suitcases look heavy?  Were they hard for her to carry?”

      Donnalee’s forehead furrowed.  “I really wasn’t paying much attention.  Sorry.”

      “Matthew mentioned that you could hear a sound through the wall when the woman was in there,” Angie said.

      “Oh, yeah.  It sounded like a heavy zipper being zipped and unzipped.  Like on a really heavy sleeping bag or a zipper on a suitcase.”

      The four people discussed a few more things about living in the ranch house until no one could think of anything else to bring up.  Donnalee and Matthew shook hands with Angie and Jenna and headed for the door to leave.  Donnalee stopped and looked back at the sisters.  “You know, I just remembered something.  That woman.  A few times I saw her go into the garage before she left.”

      Angie’s mouth dropped open.

      Jenna asked, “Was Leon around when the woman went in there?  Did she go inside to talk to him?”

      Donnalee shook her head.  “Leon was never there when she came around.”

      “How did she get into the garage?” Angie asked.  “I thought it was always locked.”

      “It was always locked,” Donnalee said.  “The woman had a key.”
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      Angie had borrowed Jenna’s car and she and Mr. Finch were on their way to the ranch house to pack up the final few things that Rachel left behind so they could ship the boxes to her.  Angie had been talking non-stop since they left the house telling Finch about the meeting with Matthew and Donnalee, the former renters of the ranch house.

      “What do you think about that woman who showed up and went into the apartment every three or four months?”

      Finch said, “I think it’s possible that the woman showed up more often than that.  The woman might have appeared on a more regular basis.  Miss Donnalee might not have been around every time this person paid a visit to do whatever she was doing.”

      “Leon knew the woman.  Matthew asked him about her.  He said she was just a housekeeper.”

      “Perhaps she was just a housekeeper,” Finch guessed.  “Maybe she was hired to check the place out every so often, dust, make sure no pipes had burst … things like that.”

      “Why did she have a key to the garage?”

      “Possibly for the same reason.  She was supposed to check the garage, too.”

      Angie’s eyes clouded.  “Wouldn’t she have seen the body in the car?”

      “There were a lot of things in that garage.  It wasn’t easy to move around in there or get near the car.  It had a cloth draped over it.”  Finch adjusted his glasses.  “If she made a cursory look around, which I would think she did, she wouldn’t see the body.”

      “Huh,” Angie stared straight ahead.  “So you don’t think this woman has anything to do with the dead body?”

      “I did not say that, Miss Angie.”  Darkness covered the area and Finch observed the shadows of trees and bushes as the car sped past.  “I think we need to come up with possibilities and not jump to conclusions.  Let our minds ponder situations and behaviors so that we consider everything appropriately.”

      Angie smiled.  “I prefer going with my gut.”

      Mr. Finch chuckled.  “There is much to say for that technique as well.”

      The car jostled as Angie made the turn into the driveway and brought the vehicle to a stop beside the ranch.  As Finch and Angie removed a couple of empty boxes from the trunk, Angie glanced over to the garage as a heavy sense of doom took hold of her.  “This place gives me the creeps.  Let’s make this quick.  I don’t want to be here.”

      “It will be our last visit here.  We will pack up, leave the key, and never have to return.”

      They headed for the house and once inside, began boxing the last of Rachel’s things.  Mr. Finch walked the rooms to be sure Rachel didn’t leave anything in them.  When he started to leave the bedroom at the back of the house, a glint of moonlight caught his eye and he bent to look out the window.  A van was parked next to the back porch of the apartment.

      “Miss Angie, I see Leon’s sister, Elise, going into the apartment.  She must be going to clean it out so she can put the place up for sale.  I will go over and give her the key.”  Finch clutched his cane and picked the house key up from the counter.

      “Okay.  I’m almost done.  I’ll turn the knob on the door to lock it once I get everything into the trunk.  I’ll meet you outside.”  Angie heard the door shut after Finch left the kitchen.

      After packing and taping the boxes, Angie left them by the back door and then she found a broom and swept the rooms.  She didn’t want Elise charging Rachel extra money for not leaving the place tidy.  Through the wall, Angie could hear voices coming from the apartment.  It’s a good thing no one lived there when renters were here.  Those walls really are paper thin.

      When she finished cleaning, she made two trips to the car and put the boxes in the trunk.  Slamming it, she turned around.  What was Mr. Finch doing?  She assumed that he and Elise had engaged in conversation.  Heading to the back door to lock it, Angie stopped and froze.  Anxiety gripped her chest like a vise and she had an overwhelming urge to get in the car and drive away as fast as she could.  She stood up straight and tried to shake the feeling off, but it only increased.  Angie shifted her eyes to the back of the house, and then she took off running to the apartment.

      Where was Mr. Finch?

      Angie slowed and kept close to the rear of the house where she was hidden by shadow.  Hearing Elise’s voice, but unable to make out the words, Angie advanced.  The door to the apartment was open.  The tone of Elise’s voice was harsh.  She took a step closer to the steps.

      “What are you doing?” a woman said.

      Angie whirled.  Julia Belton stood a few feet from her.

      “I’m looking for my friend,” Angie stammered letting her eyes wander over the woman and the back of the open van.  Several suitcases were in the back of the vehicle.  “He came over to give Elise the key.”

      “Julia?”  Elise called from inside.  “Is someone out there with you?”

      “It’s Angie Roseland.”  Julia raised her voice so Elise would hear.

      Elise emerged from the apartment with one hand roughly gripping Mr. Finch’s arm.  The other hand held a gun.

      “Mr. Finch!”

      “Stay right there,” Elise growled at Angie.  “Don’t move.”

      Mr. Finch’s face looked pale as Elise pushed him along to the car.  At the van, Elise gave Finch a shove and he sat back into the rear of the van’s cargo area with his legs hanging down as if he were sitting on a bench.

      Angie rushed to him.  “Are you alright, Mr. Finch?”

      “I told you to stand still.”  Elise raised her hand to point the gun at Angie.

      Julia stared at them with a hateful, pinched face.  “You can’t shoot them here.  Someone is bound to hear the gun.”

      “Go get the rest of the suitcases ready.  I’ll take care of these two.”  Elise waved towards the apartment and Julia hurried inside.

      “What are you doing?”  Angie moved her position so that she stood directly in front of Finch.  “What are you up to?”

      Elise’s upper lip lifted into a sneer.  “Plenty.”

      “What on earth have you done?”  Angie’s heart pounded like a sledgehammer.

      “Keep your mouth closed.  Sit down next to your buddy.”

      Angie shuffled to the van and sat down.  She reached for Mr. Finch’s hand and squeezed.  “She isn’t going to hurt you.  I promise,” Angie whispered.

      I won’t let her kill us.  Think, think.

      Feeling like she was about to pass out, Angie dug her fingernails into her right palm and when she did, the back of her hand moved slightly and hit up against a tire iron lying on the cargo bed floor.  Her heart leapt with joy.

      She knew that she couldn’t grip the tire iron and get close enough to Elise to swing it at her.  They needed a diversion.  Something unexpected to throw Elise off.  And it had to be quick before Julia came back outside.

      Angie squeezed Mr. Finch’s hand trying to send her intention to him as she gently and quietly wrapped the fingers of her right hand around the tire iron and held tight.  With the thudding of her heart pounding in her ears, Angie tried to clear her mind enough to send Mr. Finch a message.

      A white light flashed in Angie’s brain and Finch went limp, keeled over and fell out of the van to the ground with a thud.  Elise was momentarily caught off guard and took a step towards Finch.  That one step was just enough.

      Angie swung the tire iron with all the force she had.  Elise reacted, but too late.  The tire iron caught her squarely on the arm.  Elise dropped the gun with a scream of pain and fell like a sack of potatoes to the ground.

      Angie scurried after the woman’s gun as it skittered over the driveway.  With the weapon in her hand, she crawled to Finch.

      “Mr. Finch, Mr. Finch,” Angie gasped.

      “I’m alright, Miss Angie.  We’re both alright.”

      Angie rolled to her back when she heard Julia coming to the back door, leapt to her feet, and held the gun out straight in front of her.  “Don’t you move,” she warned Julia.  “Dial 911, Mr. Finch.”

      “Don’t you worry.  I’m on it, Miss Angie.”  Still sitting on the ground, Finch pulled out his cell phone and placed a call to the Sweet Cove Police Department.
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      When Chief Martin and two of his officers pulled up to the house and ran to the back with their guns drawn, Angie was never so relieved to see anyone.  She handed over the gun she was holding and sank down onto the ground, her whole body shaking.

      Mr. Finch knelt beside her and held her in his arms.

      Angie smiled weakly and whispered.  “It’s a good thing Elise and Julia didn’t know I have no idea how to shoot a gun.”

      “You looked very convincing, Miss Angie.”  Finch winked.

      An ambulance arrived and the attendants hurried over to tend to Elise’s broken arm as an officer handcuffed Julia and took her to one of the police cars.

      Officer Talbot had gone inside to secure the apartment.  His eyes were wide when he stuck his head out of the door.  “Chief.  You better come in here.”

      When fifteen minutes had passed, two detectives showed up and hurried inside and not long after that, a whole team of investigators arrived and swarmed in and out of the building.

      An officer took statements from Finch and Angie and then asked them to wait until the chief came out to speak with them.  They sat, exhausted, watching the personnel buzzing about.

      “What do you think is in there?” Angie’s voice was wary.

      “I think we’re about to find out,” Finch said.  “Here comes Chief Martin.”

      “Good work, you two.”  Chief Martin gave each one a long hug.  “I’m thankful that you’re safe and unharmed.  I want to take you inside briefly.  You know the drill.  Don’t touch anything.”

      “What’s…?” Angie began, her voice shaking with worry over what was in the apartment.

      “Nothing disturbing, but as long as you live, it’s something you will never, ever see again.”  The chief led the way and with Angie holding Mr. Finch’s arm, they entered the kitchen of the apartment.  Officials talked into phones, a photographer snapped pictures in one of the two small bedrooms, and officers stood with watchful eyes.

      Every light in the place was blazing and Angie had to squint when she first entered the space.  Her heart was in her throat and she held tight to Mr. Finch’s hand.  Chief Martin waved them over and when they stood in the doorway to the bedroom, both Angie’s and Finch’s jaws dropped.

      A king sized bed had been stuffed into the room with barely a foot of space on either side.  The bedspread had been tossed onto the floor along with a thick mattress cover with a heavy zipper.  The mattress had been hollowed out and inside of it, arranged neatly and packed tightly were stacks of one hundred dollar bills … thousands of them.

      Chief Martin gestured to the bed.  “The box spring is hollowed out, too, so what you see, you can multiply by two.  Actually, multiply by four since the mattress and box spring in the other bedroom contain the same thing.  There was also a leather case in the mattress.  It is filled with loose diamonds.”

      Angie turned to the chief so dumbfounded she couldn’t form any words.

      Mr. Finch asked the question.  “How much is here?”

      Chief Martin cleared his throat. “Preliminary estimates put the total at forty million dollars.”

      Angie almost fainted.
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* * *

      Ten days later, Chief Martin and his wife, Lucille, came for dinner so the chief could report on the early findings of the case.  “It turns out that Julia and Elise were partners in a business scheme.  That’s putting it simply, the whole thing is a convoluted mess.  Smith-Higgins was running a Ponzi scheme that cheated two million people world-wide.  He was also a notorious cheater.  Elise discovered some irregularities at Julia’s firm and quietly approached her with the information.  What Julia told us was true.  Her husband was laundering money through her company without her knowledge.  Don’t ask me to explain it all because I don’t understand it.  State and Federal investigators are handling it.”  The chief went on.  “In a nutshell, Julia and Elise joined forces and decided to make some money off Smith-Higgins shenanigans.  Smith-Higgins had moved millions out of the country and knew he’d have to take off very soon.  He called his boyhood friend, Mr. Marsten, and asked him to help arrange some things before he fled.  He wanted to divorce his wife and Smith-Higgins wanted Marsten to help handle moving more of the money once he was out of the country.”

      “Mr. Marsten refused?” Angie asked.

      “He did indeed.  In fact, he was going to blow the whistle on Smith-Higgins’ illegal activity.  Somehow, Julia got wind of it and asked Marsten to meet her.  She told Marsten that she was on his side, that she suspected her husband, and had been collecting data on what he was doing.  It was a partial lie, she had no intention of helping Marsten blow the whistle.  Julia wanted Marsten out of the picture so she could continue to make money off her husband’s scheme.  She and Elise picked Marsten up at the resort on the night Josh spoke to the man.  Elise shot Marsten dead and they brought the body to Leon, told him to hide it, and threatened him to keep his mouth shut.”

      “Was he supposed to bury the body?” Jenna asked.

      “Elise was furious when she found out Leon still had the body in the garage.  It wasn’t in the car at that time.  The body had been hidden up in the attic of the building.  Elise kept at him to get rid of it.  Right before Leon died, he told Elise he’d moved it from the attic and it was all set.  Elise thought he meant he’d buried Mr. Marsten, but Leon had only put the body in his old car.”

      “Why did he do that?” Courtney questioned.

      “No answer for that,” the chief said.

      “Perhaps, Leon knew his health was failing,” Finch speculated.  “Maybe he wanted the body easily found.”

      The chief went on with the story.  “Over the next five or six years after Marsten was killed and Smith-Higgins fled the country, Elise and Julia continued to carefully move some of the money that they’d funneled from Smith-Higgins’ laundering into cash and hid it in the beds of the apartment.  Along with the case of diamonds that Julia stole from her husband.”

      “Did you say some of the money?” Angie’s eyes were wide.  “They had more than what they hid in the beds?”

      The chief nodded.  “Julia and Elise had accounts in other countries, too.  The cash in the apartment was security in case the authorities found and froze the offshore accounts.”

      Jenna said, “So when Donnalee, the woman who was renting the ranch house with her boyfriend, saw a woman going into the apartment every few months, it must have been Julia or Elise taking money out of the beds?  That was the heavy zipper noise she heard.  Elise or Julia was unzipping the mattress covers to get at the money and jewelry.”  Jenna’s eyes bugged and she grabbed Angie’s arm.  “Wait.  Money and jewelry.”

      “What?” Angie asked.

      “Katrina.  Katrina was trying to warn us.”  Jenna’s voice rang with excitement.  “That’s why she moved my wallet and my necklace and hid it under the new mattress that had been delivered.  She isn’t angry about the wedding.  She was trying to tell us about the crime.”

      “It would be really helpful if things weren’t always so cryptic.”  Chief Martin sighed.  “It would save us all a lot of trouble.”

      The chief’s comment drew chuckles of understanding.

      “That’s just not how things work, Chief.”  Courtney shook her head.

      Everyone sat around the table thinking about the terrible, unbelievable doings … murder, scheming and cheating so many people out of millions of dollars, threatening Leon so he would hide the body.

      Ellie broke the silence.  “Why can’t people use their skills for good instead of for evil?”

      That was probably the hardest question of all.
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* * *

      It was the day before the wedding and the Victorian was abuzz with activity.  Angie was in the kitchen fussing over the wedding cake with the cats on top of the refrigerator supervising, Ellie and Jenna were upstairs in Ellie’s bedroom putting the finishing touches on the gown, and Finch and Courtney had returned from the candy store with boxes of freshly-made macarons.

      “That looks delicious.”  Courtney reached out to dip her finger in the raspberry cream filling, but Angie batted her away.

      “I’m doing what I can here, then Josh is coming to transport the sections to the resort and then I’ll put the whole thing together there.”  Angie looked at the supplies strewn over the counter.  “I wish I had a few extra hands.”

      A booming voice came in through the back hall.  “Say no more.  Help has arrived.”

      Angie and Courtney recognized the man’s voice and turned to see Mel Abel, a former B and B guest from several months ago, his belly as round as usual, stride into the room.  Euclid and Circe flew off the fridge and down to the floor to welcome Mel.

      “Mel!”  Courtney hurried to the man and hugged him just as Orla O’Brien and Mr. Finch came in, too.

      “See who I found,” Finch said with a wide grin.

      Angie hugged Orla.  “So nice to have you back.”

      Ellie stepped into the kitchen from the hall and when she saw the couple she rushed to greet them with a happy smile.  Orla and Mel had been guests at the B and B when the sisters and Mr. Finch were helping to solve a case involving a missing man.  It turned out that Orla had some “special skills” of her own and used them to help Ellie stop the criminal.

      “We weren’t sure if you’d make it back in time for the wedding,” Angie told them.

      Mel squashed Ellie in a bear hug.  “Had to do some finagling to get back here in time, but, by golly, we wouldn’t have missed it.”

      Jenna rushed in with a joyful expression on her face.  “I knew I recognized that voice.”  Another round of hugs ensued.

      Orla reached into the canvas bag she was holding and retrieved two beautifully wrapped gifts.  “One for the bride and one for the groom along with a million wishes for a lifetime of love and friendship.”

      Mel put his arm around Orla and gazed down at her with tender eyes.  “I didn’t fully grasp the meaning of love until I met this gem of a woman.  If not for this B and B, I would never have met her.”

      Orla’s eyes sparkled.

      Tea and coffee were poured and platters of cookies and a blueberry cobbler with ice cream were put out for everyone’s enjoyment.  Chatter filled the air and Mel’s deep voice nearly shook the walls.

      Courtney leaned to Angie and whispered.  “Hard to believe, but I think I actually missed that man’s voice.”

      Orla, Jenna, and Ellie huddled together in conversation.

      “Is everything okay here?” Orla asked with an expression of worry.  “We’ve been out of the country.”  She made eye contact with Jenna and asked with concern, “How is your ghost?”

      Jenna smiled.  “Well, everything’s okay now.”

      Ellie and Jenna told Orla the tale of the past few weeks.

      “I need to get better at deciphering Katrina’s messages.”  Jenna took a cookie from the plate.  “We sure could have used your help figuring things out.”

      Orla touched Jenna’s arm.  “I’d be glad to help all of you.  Mel and I will be house hunting starting next week.  We want to make our home in Sweet Cove.  I’ve been in touch with Betty Hayes about what we hope to buy.”

      “I’m sure Betty is thrilled.”  Jenna said with a chuckle.  “And so are we.”

      Euclid and Circe trilled their agreement.
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      The sky, a brilliant blue, and the air, warm and dry, created the perfect backdrop for the wedding day.  Angie had gone to the resort to assemble the cake and make the finishing touches to the frosting.  She could barely keep her hands steady as she moved the spatula over the layers.

      “I’ve never seen you so nervous,” Josh kidded as he stood beside Angie handing her the cake tools and the containers of raspberry cream filling.

      Angie stepped back to check the masterpiece.  “Okay, I think it’s done.”

      Josh admired the multi-layer, culinary perfection. “You are an artist, Angie Roseland, and that’s a fact.”

      Driving Angie back to the Victorian, Josh went over the final details with her.  “And the cars will be sent to pick all of you up an hour before the wedding for pictures at the resort.”

      Angie watched the tourists walking along the brick sidewalks of the quaint little town and she couldn’t think of anywhere more beautiful or charming than Sweet Cove.

      Josh pulled up to the Victorian and gave Angie a kiss before she hurried inside.  “See you soon.”

      “Hurry up, Angie.”  Courtney was already in her pale, blush-pink bridesmaid dress and was putting a tiny, black bowtie around Euclid’s fluffy neck.  Circe already had a pretty bow tied around her neck that matched the color of Courtney’s dress.

      Angie blinked at her sister.  “You look beautiful.”

      “Wait until you see Jenna.”

      As if on cue, Angie heard the rustling of delicate fabric moving as someone walked.  Looking down at her twin sister, Jenna stood at the top of the carved wooden staircase like a vision of a fairy princess in the gorgeous dress lovingly handmade by Ellie.

      Angie burst into tears.

      “Here we go.”  Courtney looked up at Jenna with a grin. “I thought she might be able to keep it together until we got to the resort.  I was wrong.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The rest of the day flew by in a blur.  The shiny antique cars arrived to carry the wedding party to the resort.  Mr. Finch, handsome in his tuxedo, took Jenna’s arm and moved slowly down the steps of the Victorian’s front porch to the bright red roadster.  Pictures were taken on the bluff looking over the sea and in the gardens of the resort.

      The ceremony itself was simple and elegant.  White chairs had been grouped in front of an arbor covered with spring flowers and guests took their seats facing the deep blue ocean.  When the music started, Tom and his groomsmen, Josh, Jack, and Rufus entered and stood by the arbor.

      Ellie and Courtney followed Euclid and Circe down the aisle between the chairs and took their places to the left of the arbor.

      The guests stood and turned to watch the bride make her entrance.  With Angie on one side and Mr. Finch on the other, the three walked slowly past the happy people gathered to celebrate the day.  Of course, tears were streaming down Angie’s cheeks.   A broad smile over his face, Mr. Finch had to brush away several tears of his own.

      When they reached the front, Jenna kissed her sister and Mr. Finch, and as Tom beamed at his soon-to-be-wife, he reached out and gently took her hand.

      Heartfelt vows and promises were made, rings were exchanged, a sweet loving kiss was shared, and then the happy couple turned to the cheers and applause of their family and friends before walking back up the aisle holding hands and gazing into each other’s eyes.

      Inside the dining room, the glass doors on the far wall had been fully opened so that everyone could move onto the terrace for drinks and appetizers.  The guests, sitting at tables laden with flowers and candles, feasted on surf and turf, vegetable lasagna, rice, salad, and grilled vegetables.  The beautiful cake was cut and served with the delicious macarons and glasses of champagne and when the music started, the guests took to the dance floor.  Even Betty and Mr. Finch, with his cane, danced the night away.

      Angie, feeling exhausted and happy, leaned against the wall of the dining room watching the dancers move over the wooden dance floor.  The cats were perched on a window seat near the huge windows contentedly watching the scene before them.

      Josh came up next to Angie and put his arm around her.  “It’s been a beautiful day.”

      Angie snuggled next to her boyfriend.  “Thank you for everything you did to make it a perfect day for Jenna and Tom.”

      “How about a walk outside?  It’s getting dark.  We can walk along the bluff and get some fresh air.”

      Angie took Josh’s hand and the two went out to stroll along Robin’s Point for a little while.  Stars started twinkling overhead and a slice of the moon was already shimmering high in the darkening sky.  The ocean waves crashed below the bluff on the wide, white sand beach.

      “Did you like the red roadster that picked you up today?” Josh asked.

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      “I bought it to surprise you.”  Josh smiled.  “When I saw it, I thought how much fun we could have driving along the coast with the top down.  I thought it would be special to use for weddings, too.”

      “It’s great.” Angie smiled.  “Let’s take a picnic basket and drive up the coast someday next week.”

      Josh led Angie away from the bluff and into the section of the point where the Williams brothers had made a small park that people could enjoy even if they weren’t guests at the resort.  “Is this the spot where your Nana’s cottage used to be?”

      Angie nodded and stepped a few yards to the right.  “Here.  It used to be right here.”  She turned around to face the sea and could feel her grandmother’s presence flowing through her body.

      “I’m sorry she lost the cottage to the town,” Josh said.

      Angie faced Josh and looked into his eyes.  “I know you are and that means a lot to me.”

      Josh took both of Angie’s hands in his.  “Do you know how much I love you?”

      A shy smile spread over Angie’s lips and she squeezed his hands before nodding.  “I think I do.”

      Still holding her hands, Josh slipped down onto one knee.

      Angie’s eyes popped and her heart thudded double-time.

      “Angie Roseland, I love you more than I ever thought it was possible to love someone.  If you’ll have me, I promise to love you for the rest of my life, and after I’m gone, I will still love you with all my heart.  Will you marry me?”

      Tears streamed down Angie’s cheeks and she tried to speak, but her throat was so tight with emotion that all she could do was hold tight to Josh’s hands and nod her head.  Josh stood up and wrapped his arms around her.

      “Yes, Josh, yes,” she managed to whisper.

      “Come on.”  Josh led Angie toward the corner of the lawn to where he had parked the red roadster.  Euclid and Circe sat on the hood of the car.

      Angie laughed.  “How did you two know?  Did Josh tell you?”

      The cats trilled with happiness.

      In the front seat was a basket with a bottle of champagne, two glass flutes, a rolled up sheet of paper, and a small, black leather box.  Josh reached for the box and opened it revealing a sparkling diamond ring.  Angie gasped when he took her hand and slipped the ring on her finger.

      “Oh, it’s beautiful.”  When Angie held her hand up, the diamond glittered like a star in the sky.

      Josh opened the champagne, poured it into the glasses, and he and Angie toasted each other and sipped.  “There’s something I want to show you.”  Josh reached for the piece of paper in the basket and unfolded it.  He placed it on the roof of the car next to the cats.

      “What is it?” Angie leaned down.

      “This is a re-design of the resort’s land.  We’re going to move the park over this way.  It will have even better access to the beach below.”

      “Are you going to expand the resort?” Angie asked.

      “No.”  Josh pointed to the middle of the design.  “I’m returning this part of Robin’s Point to you and your sisters.”

      Angie’s hand flew to her mouth.

      “See here?  I’m having this part of the acreage divided into four sections, half an acre for each of the Roseland sisters.  You’re each free to do whatever you want with the land.  Maybe you and I could build a cottage on your section.  Like your Nana’s cottage used to be.  A private place for us to just relax and enjoy the view ... and each other.”

      Angie buried her face into Josh’s shoulder and he ran his hand over her honey-colored hair.  “Ever since I met you and heard the story of the town taking the land from your grandmother, I’ve wanted to return it to you.  I promised myself that one day I would do just that.  Well, that day is here.”

      Angie looked into Josh’s handsome eyes.  “You are the kindest man I’ve ever known.  Thank you, Josh, from the bottom of my heart.”

      Euclid and Circe let out loud, joyful meows.

      “Did Josh tell you what he planned to do?” Angie asked the cats.

      Euclid’s green eyes seemed to glow and he swished his tail back and forth.

      “They know how to keep a secret.”  Josh took Angie’s hand and they started to walk back to wedding reception.  He glanced at the cats.  “Don’t scratch our new car, you two.”

      The two fine felines jumped down from the hood of the red roadster and followed the newly-engaged couple as they walked hand-in-hand along the stone pathway to the resort … under the starlight, with hearts full of love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank you for reading!   Recipes below!

        

      

    
    
      
        To hear about new books and book sales, please sign up for my mailing list at:

        www.jawhitingbooks.com/subscribe-to-my-mailing-list.html

        

        Your email will never be sold, shared, or spammed.
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        Books by J.A. WHITING can be found here:  www.amazon.com/author/jawhiting

      

      

      BOOKS/SERIES BY J. A. WHITING

      *LIN COFFIN COZY MYSTERY SERIES

      *CLAIRE ROLLINS COZY MYSTERY SERIES

      *SWEET COVE COZY MYSTERY SERIES
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      J.A. Whiting lives with her family in New England.  Whiting believes that people should use their skills for good and that even the smallest of creatures can make a difference in the world.

      

      Visit me at:

      www.jawhitingbooks.com

      www.facebook.com/jawhitingauthor

      www.amazon.com/author/jawhiting

      

      If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review.  A few words are all that’s needed.  It would be very much appreciated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Some Recipes From The Sweet Cove Series

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chocolate Caramel Muffins

        

      

    
    
      INGREDIENTS

      2 cups all-purpose flour

      ¾ cup cocoa powder

      ½ cup sugar

      1 tablespoon baking powder

      ½ teaspoon kosher salt

      ½ cup canola oil

      1 cup whole milk

      ½ cup sour cream

      2 large eggs, lightly beaten

      1 teaspoon vanilla

      1½ cups chocolate chips

      A bit of coarse sea salt, for sprinkling

      1½ cups caramel topping

      

      DIRECTIONS

      Preheat oven to 350°F.

      Line each cup of a 12-cup muffin pan with liners.

      In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, cocoa, sugar,   baking powder, and salt.

      Make a well in the center of the mixture.

      Add oil, milk, sour cream, eggs and vanilla.

      Stir until the ingredients are just combined.

      Fold in the chocolate chips.

      Divide the batter evenly into the prepared muffin cups and     fill the cup completely.

      If desired, sprinkle each cup with a pinch of sea salt.

      Bake for 20 minutes or until a toothpick inserted in the center of the muffins comes out clean.

      Let muffins set in pan for 10 minutes.

      Use a pastry bag or plastic baggie and fit with a long  decorating tip.

      Fill the bag with the caramel.

      Insert the tip through the top of the muffin to a depth of  about one inch.

      Insert 1-2 tablespoons of caramel into each muffin until it starts to flow out of the top.

      Let muffins set in pan another 10 minutes before removing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Blueberry Cobbler

        

      

    
    
      INGREDIENTS

      2 cups all-purpose flour, plus 2½ tablespoons

      1½ teaspoons baking powder

      1 teaspoon baking soda

      ½ teaspoon salt

      6 cups of blueberries (wild, if possible) – fresh or frozen

      ½ cup sugar

      The zest and juice from half of a lemon

      ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

      1 stick unsalted butter

      1⅓ cups buttermilk, plus a bit more for brushing

      

      DIRECTIONS

      Preheat oven to 375°F.

      In a large bowl, whisk together 2 cups of the flour, baking powder, baking soda, and salt.

      In an 8 X 8 baking dish, toss together the blueberries, sugar, lemon zest and juice, cinnamon, and the remaining  2½ tablespoons of flour.

      Cut the butter into small pieces and work it into the flour mixture until it resembles coarse sand.

      Add the buttermilk; stir to combine.

      Spoon the dough onto the blueberry mixture so that the dough evenly covers the mixture but allow pockets of blueberries to peek out between the dough.

      Brush buttermilk over the dough.

      Bake until the dough is golden brown and the blueberries are bubbling – about 45 minutes.

      Cool slightly before serving.

      Serve warm with a scoop of your favorite ice cream flavor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Vegetable Lasagna

        

      

    
    
      INGREDIENTS

      14 lasagna noodles (2 extra ones for filling in any holes or to extend the length in the dish)

      1 cup of your favorite tomato sauce

      3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

      1 cup carrots – cut into thin rounds

      1 cup chopped onion (about ½ large onion)

      1 cup sliced mushrooms

      4 garlic cloves, minced

      ⅛ - ¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes, or more to taste

      2 medium yellow squash, cut into ½-inch pieces

      One (12-ounce) jar roasted red peppers, drain and cut into small pieces

      1 (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes

      One (15-ounce) container ricotta cheese or cottage cheese

      2 large eggs

      1 cup grated parmesan cheese

      ½ cup shredded low-moisture mozzarella cheese

      Salt and pepper, to taste

      

      DIRECTIONS

      

      COOK THE NOODLES

      Bring a large pot of salted water to the boil.

      Cook lasagna noodles according to package directions.

      Drain then lay flat.

      

      PREPARE VEGETABLES

      Heat oven to 350 degrees F.

      Lightly oil a 13-inch by 9-inch baking dish.

      Heat olive oil in a skillet over medium heat.

      Add carrots to the skillet and cook until tender, stirring occasionally.

      Add onions and mushrooms cook until tender, stirring occasionally.

      Add garlic, red pepper flakes, squash, and a pinch of salt; cook, stirring occasionally until softened; 5 to 8 minutes.

      Stir in the roasted red peppers and crushed tomatoes.

      Bring the heat to low and simmer until the liquid has thickened and reduced by half; about 5 to 8 minutes.

      Season to taste with salt and pepper.

      

      MAKE THE CHEESE FILLING

      Stir together ricotta, eggs, and a ½ teaspoon of salt in a bowl.

      

      TO ASSEMBLE

      Spoon about ⅓ cup of tomato sauce over the bottom of the baking dish.

      Spoon vegetable mixture into the baking dish to lightly     cover the bottom (about 1 cup).

      Arrange four noodles lengthwise, side by side to cover the bottom. (If the noodles are too short, cut an extra noodle into pieces and place into the dish so that noodles fully cover the bottom).

      Spoon ⅓ cup of tomato sauce over the noodles.

      Spread half of the ricotta cheese mixture over the noodles.

      Sprinkle with a third of the parmesan cheese and a third of the mozzarella cheese.

      Top with a third of the vegetable mixture.

      Add another layer of four noodles and tomato sauce, and repeat with remaining cheese and vegetables.

      Finish with a final layer of noodles, vegetables, parmesan cheese and mozzarella cheese.

      Cover loosely with foil and bake 20 minutes.

      Remove the foil and bake 15 minutes until cheese is crusty around the edges.

      If desired, you can slide under the broiler for 1 to 2 minutes to make the cheese golden brown on top, but watch it carefully so it doesn’t burn.

      Let the lasagna rest for 10 to 15 minutes before serving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Macarons

        

      

    
    
      INGREDIENTS

      1 cup confectioner sugar

      ¾ cup almond flour

      2 large egg whites

      A pinch of cream of tartar

      ¼ cup superfine sugar

      

      DIRECTIONS

      Combine confectioner sugar and almond flour.

      Sift the mixture twice.

      Preheat oven to 375°F.

      Whisk the egg whites until foamy.

      Add cream of tartar and use a mixer to form soft peaks.

      Reduce the speed to low and mix in the superfine sugar.

      Increase the speed to high and mix until stiff peaks form (7-8  minutes).

      Add flour mixture over the egg whites and gently fold until the mixture is smooth.

      Transfer the batter to a pastry bag; fit with a ½ inch plain round tip.

      Pipe 1 inch rounds onto a parchment lined baking sheet.

      Tap the bottom of the baking sheet several times to release any trapped air bubbles.

      Let stand for about 15 minutes.

      Lower the oven temperature to 325 degrees.

      Only bake one sheet at a time and rotate the sheet half-way through the time; bake until the macarons are firm and slightly crisp (about 10 minutes).

      If baking more than one sheet, increase the oven temperature back to 375 degrees for 5 minutes and then reduce to 325 for the actual baking.

      Allow the macarons to cool on the baking sheets for about 5 minutes.

      Transfer to wire rack to cool completely.

      Use two macarons to make a cookie – spread 1 teaspoon of filling over one macaron and then top with the second macaron.

      

      SOME FILLING IDEAS

      

      Chocolate Ganache

      ½ cup of heavy cream

      3-4 ounces dark chocolate, finely chopped

      1 tablespoon of unsalted butter, softened

      ***

      Bring cream to a boil in a saucepan at medium heat.

      Pour cream over the chocolate in a bowl (Heatproof).

      Let it stand for about 2 minutes.

      Add butter.

      Whisk mixture until smooth.

      Allow mixture to cool, but stir it often while cooling.

      Use right away.

      

      Blueberry Cheesecake Filling

      4-5 ounces cream cheese, softened

      3 tablespoons blueberry jam

      ***

      Mix the cream cheese and jam until combined.

      

      Note: You may tint the macaron batter with 1-3 drops of royal blue food coloring; you may also add 1 teaspoon vanilla extract to the batter to enhance the flavor.

      

      Enjoy !
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