
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		One

	Two

	Three

	Four

	Five

	Six

	Seven

	Eight

	Nine

	Ten

	Eleven

	Twelve

	Thirteen

	Fourteen

	Fifteen

	Sixteen

	Seventeen

	Eighteen

	Nineteen

	Twenty

	Twenty-One

	Twenty-Two

	Mail List

	Acknowledgments

	Books by Lily Harper Hart





    
      Grave Haunting

      A Maddie Graves Mystery Book Ten

    

    




      
        Lily Harper Hart

      

    

    
      HarperHart Publications

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Lily Harper Hart

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

    [image: Created with Vellum]Created with Vellum

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
      

      
      

      
        
          1. One

        

        
          2. Two

        

        
          3. Three

        

        
          4. Four

        

        
          5. Five

        

        
          6. Six

        

        
          7. Seven

        

        
          8. Eight

        

        
          9. Nine

        

        
          10. Ten

        

        
          11. Eleven

        

        
          12. Twelve

        

        
          13. Thirteen

        

        
          14. Fourteen

        

        
          15. Fifteen

        

        
          16. Sixteen

        

        
          17. Seventeen

        

        
          18. Eighteen

        

        
          19. Nineteen

        

        
          20. Twenty

        

        
          21. Twenty-One

        

        
          22. Twenty-Two

        

      

      
        
          Mail List

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          Books by Lily Harper Hart

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie Graves was fairly certain life couldn’t get better.

      She wasn’t an optimist by nature – insecurity often threatening to derail her happy train – but for the past month and a half she could do nothing but smile. That’s what she did now. Smile. She smiled as she dusted the shelves in her magic store in Blackstone Bay, Michigan. She also smiled when the antique light fixture overhead glinted off her new engagement ring and caused her to lose focus with her cleaning endeavor.

      That’s where the man who gave her the ring, Nick Winters, found her a few minutes later. He stood in the doorway that separated the storefront from the rest of the house they shared, a muffin in his hand and an adoring look on his face as she swished her hips and stared at the ring.

      Nick considered leaving her to the potentially embarrassing moment without comment, but the idea of doing that held little appeal as he thoroughly enjoyed messing with her whenever the mood struck. “Are you dreaming of a prince or something?”

      Maddie froze, her cheeks instantly flushing as she darted a gaze to the open doorway. They’d been engaged for weeks. She should be over this, she realized. Still, she couldn’t quite seem to wrap her head around the fact that the boy she’d loved since her childhood was finally going to be her forever. “I … .”

      Nick remained calm, his expression unreadable, and broke off a chunk of the muffin. “Were you singing Cinderella songs in your head?”

      Maddie narrowed her sea-blue eyes to dangerous slits, sensing he was about to make fun of her. “Actually, I was wondering if I still had time to trade up.”

      Nick knew that in Maddie’s head she considered that a biting insult, something that might actually hurt his feelings. She would feel guilty about it later. That was her way, of course. She was getting better – growing into her own skin and starting to feel comfortable with their relationship – but she still had some ground to cover before her ego would be where he believed it should be. “Who are you going to trade up for?”

      Maddie rubbed her peaches-and-cream cheek and stared, caught off guard. “I … .”

      Nick’s smile was serene as he broke off another chunk of the huge muffin. She’d made them this morning and they were delicious. He would eat the entire lot of them before the day was done if he didn’t pace himself. His woman was beautiful, sweet and a master in the kitchen when she wanted to be. He knew there was nothing to trade up for when it came to Maddie.

      “I hear Joe Martindale is looking for a woman who cooks and cleans,” Nick offered, fighting the urge to grin at the way Maddie scowled. “He told Dale that he needs a woman who is a slave in the kitchen and obedient in the bedroom. I think he sounds like a real winner so he should probably make your list.”

      Dale Kreskin was Nick’s partner on the Blackstone Bay Police Department. He was happily married but enjoyed messing with Nick and Maddie from time to time. He found their dramatic “young love” amusing and couldn’t stop himself from making fun of them whenever the opportunity arose. Maddie had no doubt that Dale brought up Joe Martindale’s statement merely to see how fast he could make Nick blush.

      “Joe Martindale is eighty,” Maddie pointed out.

      “So?”

      “So he’s eighty, has none of his original teeth, and smells like a bottle of whiskey spilled on him no matter the time or day,” Maddie replied. “How is that trading up?”

      Nick ran his tongue over his teeth and shrugged. “I think he’s your best option in Blackstone Bay. He’s too pathetic for me to beat up and I would pound the crap out of anyone else you tried to shake me off for.”

      Maddie didn’t want to smile – it was a form of encouragement, after all – but she couldn’t seem to help herself. “You’re too cute for words.” She slipped closer to Nick, rolled to her toes, and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “I couldn’t possibly trade up because there’s nothing above you when it comes to the ladder of love.”

      Nick’s grin was lazy. “I was thinking exactly the same thing,” he murmured, rubbing his nose against hers. He took them both by surprise when he captured Maddie around the waist and dumped her on his lap as he sat in one of the over-sized chairs near the front window of the store.

      “What are you doing?” Maddie squealed as Nick tickled her ribs, feeling him shift beneath her until he was sure they were both comfortable.

      “I’m spending quality time with my woman,” Nick replied without hesitation.

      Maddie cocked a confrontational eyebrow. “Your woman? That’s a bit condescending, don’t you think?”

      Nick shrugged, unbothered by her tone. “You’re wearing my ring, Mad.” Nick lifted her hand for emphasis, enjoying the way the ring sparkled underneath the muted light shining through the window. It was February in Blackstone Bay – which should’ve meant piles of snow and days of being trapped in front of a roaring fireplace – but the ground was bare. It had been a mild winter, something that Nick wasn’t overly happy about because he knew Maddie enjoyed cavorting in the snow. Still, the prospect of enjoying another summer with Maddie almost made up for the lack of cuddling time in front of the fireplace.

      “I am wearing your ring.” Maddie turned her attention back to the lovely piece of jewelry. “How did you know this was the ring for me? I don’t think I thought to ask.”

      Nick tilted his head to the side, unsure how to answer. “I don’t know, Mad. I went into the jewelry store over in Traverse City and told the clerk behind the counter that I was looking for an engagement ring. If you ask me, she was a bit disappointed because she was clearly hot for me.”

      Maddie snorted, amused. “I’m sure.”

      Nick rubbed his cheek against Maddie’s, content to remain that way for the rest of the day even though his shift started in an hour. “I could see it in her eyes, Mad,” he teased, relishing this part of the retelling. “She thought I was hot and wanted to rub herself all over me the second I walked through the door.”

      “Okay, I think we’re done with this story.” Maddie moved to push Nick’s arms away so she could get up, but Nick merely tightened his grip.

      “I’m still telling my story,” Nick whispered, running his lips across the sensitive ridge of her ear and delighting in the involuntary shudder that ran through Maddie’s body. “Anyway, I explained to the clerk that I needed the perfect ring for the perfect woman and she was understandably crushed because she knew she could never be that perfect woman in my heart, but managed to collect herself after an hour of crying in the backroom and return to show me a few choices.”

      “She cried for an entire hour, huh?” Maddie chuckled. “That sounds terrible.”

      “Oh, it was terrible, Mad.” Nick’s lips curved against her cheek and Maddie felt powerless to do anything but remain where she was and take it. “She showed me a good twenty rings and I didn’t think they were right for you. They didn’t seem to fit you, or encompass everything I wanted to give you.

      “Now, keep in mind that the only thing I knew about ring shopping was what I’d learned from television,” he continued. “Bigger is better … and all that jazz.”

      “That’s not true,” Maddie protested, horrified. “I would’ve been fine with a small stone.” She cradled her hand to her chest, causing Nick to snort.

      “You would’ve been fine with it,” Nick confirmed once he regrouped. “That doesn’t mean that would’ve been your dream ring. I wanted you to have the absolutely perfect ring so … I stared … and stared … and stared. I didn’t know what to do.

      “The clerk clearly read my indecision and the fact that she was about to lose me,” he continued. “She brought out an antique ring that was only for someone serious, someone who knew that he was giving the ring to a woman he would never part with. That’s what she said anyway. I think she was trying to entice me.”

      “It sounds as if I’m going to need to track down this clerk and beat her up,” Maddie noted. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

      Nick snickered, pressing the palm of his hand against Maddie’s flat stomach. She was in ridiculously good shape, running at least five miles a day unless the weather prevented it. Since the winter had been mild – especially by Blackstone Bay’s standards – she hadn’t missed many runs over the course of the past few months and was already primed for bathing suit season. “I’m telling you that I was a nervous wreck and thought I would ruin everything if I picked out the wrong ring.”

      Maddie’s stomach flipped. “Why would you think that? That hardly seems fair … or right. Nicky, I would’ve loved any ring you got me. I swear it.”

      “I know you would have.” Nick did know that. She wasn’t materialistic and would’ve instantly fallen in love with any ring he slipped on her finger, mostly because the love associated with the gesture was genuine. “I still wanted you to have something perfect because you’re my perfect Maddie.”

      “Oh, geez.” Maddie rolled her eyes. “You’re laying it on a bit thick. Is that why the clerk couldn’t stop herself from drooling?”

      “I paid very little attention to the clerk,” Nick replied. “All I could think about was you. I wanted so much to make you happy.”

      “Oh, Nicky.” Maddie forced out a sigh. “You do make me happy. I’m sorry. Go back to how the clerk was mooning over you. You sounded a lot happier when telling that part of the story.”

      Nick chuckled, delighted. “Good grief, I love you so much.” He pressed a kiss to Maddie’s cheek, causing her to nestle closer to him. “As for the ring, I really liked the antique option she showed me. I thought it was perfect … and so you. Things clicked into place right away.”

      “So you bought it,” Maddie finished, lifting her hand to study the item in question. “You made a beautiful choice.”

      “I almost didn’t buy it,” Nick admitted.

      “Really?” Maddie was interested despite herself. “How come?”

      “I was terrified of making the wrong decision and I froze a little bit,” Nick replied. “I kept staring at it … and the clerk kept telling me it wouldn’t last long … and I kept seeing your face if I gave you the wrong ring.”

      “Nicky, I already told you that I would’ve loved any ring you picked out,” Maddie pressed. “You know that. I love you. That’s all that matters.”

      “I do know that.” Nick flipped her hand over and pressed a kiss to the palm of her hand. “I still couldn’t help but wonder what kind of ring you dreamed about when you were younger. I’ve watched a lot of movies and know that young girls do that.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes and elbowed his stomach. “You were my best friend when I was a young girl. I think I would’ve told you about any such daydreams.”

      Nick stilled, knitting his eyebrows. “What do you mean? Are you saying you didn’t dream about marrying me?”

      “I think that’s too simplistic of a question,” Maddie clarified. “I never dreamed about marriage. I just wanted you to forgive me and … maybe not hate me.” Maddie’s voice cracked, causing Nick’s heart to roll. They’d been best friends since the day they met in kindergarten, easy camaraderie switching over to love they both believed to be unrequited once they were in high school.

      Unfortunately for Maddie, she harbored a secret she was terrified to tell. She could see and talk to ghosts – and boasted the occasional psychic flash. It was hereditary. Her mother, Olivia Graves, had it, too. Olivia ingrained the necessity of secrecy in Maddie from a young age so Maddie fled Blackstone Bay out of fear after graduation. She didn’t return for ten years – until Olivia was dead and Nick bordered on bitter. They managed to find their way back to one another, nothing standing between them now, including the truth. Maddie owned up to what she could do and Nick accepted it. In truth, he would’ve accepted a lot more just to be with her. Somehow, though, they made it work.

      “I never hated you.” Nick dropped the muffin on the table next to him so he could use both hands to hold Maddie close. “I was angry and hurt … but I never hated you. If you would’ve called … .” Nick broke off. Maddie was magical, but she couldn’t go back in time and fix the hurts of a decade. He’d put it past him. He’d never been happier. That was the thing to focus on. “I have always loved you … and I will always love you. I never hated you.”

      “I know.” Maddie’s voice was thick with unshed tears. “I was wrong before. There is no trading up where you’re concerned.”

      Nick’s worry eased as he smirked. “I know. You still haven’t explained why you never dreamed of marriage, though.”

      Maddie shrugged, noncommittal. “Why would I? I never really saw a happy marriage other than when I was at your house and your parents were around. I wasn’t sure they existed … especially for someone like me.”

      Nick pursed his lips, his eyes keen as they scanned Maddie’s profile. It took a moment, but things slipped into place. “Your father left your mother and abandoned you. Of course you wouldn’t have a good opinion of marriage.” He’d never even considered it until now and he felt foolish for overlooking it. “You know, Mad, just because your father was a jerk and missed out on the best daughter ever, that doesn’t mean that we won’t be happy.”

      “I know that, Nicky.” Maddie linked her fingers with Nick’s in a form of solidarity. “When I was younger, though, I used to eavesdrop on Granny and Mom when they talked. They didn’t know I was there so they … mentioned … that my father left because he thought the odds were high that I would turn out to be like Mom.”

      Nick fought the urge to curse and instead ground his molars together to maintain a calm facade. When he was sure he would refrain from saying something biting, he spoke. “Your father was weak and he will never know what he lost out on when he abandoned you. I’m not weak, though. I know who you are. I know what you are. I love you more than anything. I always have.”

      “I know.” Maddie rested her head against his solid chest. “I love you, too.”

      They sat in silence for a moment, both lost in their own thoughts, and then Maddie shook her head to escape the melancholy that slipped over both of them. “I’m sorry I ruined your ring story. That wasn’t my intention. I love my ring almost as much as I love you.”

      Nick’s easy smile returned as he tipped his head back so he could look at her. “The ring story is only entertaining at the end.”

      “What happened at the end?”

      “Your mother’s ghost showed up to whisper in my ear because she knew I was about to melt down,” Nick replied, causing Maddie’s eyebrows to fly up her forehead. “She knew which ring you would like and she saved me.”

      “My mother went ring shopping with you?” Maddie should’ve been flabbergasted … or perhaps annoyed that her mother didn’t give a hint about what Nick was planning. She was thrilled that Olivia Graves’ spirit opted to remain behind until Maude Graves, Maddie’s grandmother, was ready to pass over. Maddie was the one with the psychic gift, but Nick managed to hear Olivia whispering on more than one occasion – usually when Maddie was in trouble. The fact that Olivia’s ghost showed up when Nick was in trouble and struggling somehow made Maddie feel better. “That kind of fits, huh?”

      “Just like us,” Nick said, linking their fingers so Maddie’s hand was on top of his and they could both stare at the ring. “Everything is fitting together exactly how it’s supposed to, Mad. You believe that, don’t you?”

      Maddie nodded without hesitation. “I believe in you more than anything.”

      “Right back at you, love.” Nick pressed a soft kiss to the corner of her mouth. “Now, how about we share this muffin before I have to leave for work. How does that sound?”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      “I thought it would.”
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      “What are you doing?”

      Maude Graves sauntered into the store not long after Nick left for work, her gray curls practically bouncing as mischief flitted across her face. Maude lived in the old Victorian home with Olivia until her daughter’s death and remained when Maddie returned to Blackstone Bay. Once Nick moved in with Maddie, Maude converted the garage they never used into an apartment. She had free run of the house whenever it suited her, but she enjoyed having her own space. That didn’t stop her from dropping in on Maddie and Nick whenever the mood struck.

      “I’m cleaning,” Maddie replied, running the feather duster over the shelves. “With the weather turning warmer I expect to get more customers.”

      Blackstone Bay wasn’t a large town. Actually, it was quite small. Over the spring, summer, and fall months it boasted a robust tourist population. The store – Magicks – belonged to Olivia before Maddie returned home. Maddie was more than happy to take over day-to-day operations. That usually entailed a few readings and answering questions so the days never taxed her restless mind.

      “You’re cleaning, huh?” Maude’s eyes were keen despite her age. She’d been watching Maddie for a few minutes without her granddaughter noticing. “I thought you were staring at your engagement ring and making adorable sighing noises when you thought about your future husband.”

      Maddie straightened, her eyes flashing as she swiveled to face her grandmother head-on. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, you’re so cute when you’re embarrassed.” Maude patted Maddie’s cheek and chuckled. “You’ve been staring at that ring since he gave it to you, Maddie girl. It’s not going to suddenly disappear. You know that, right?”

      Maddie balked. “I never thought it would suddenly disappear.”

      Maude wasn’t convinced. “I sometimes wonder if you believe this is a dream and you’re going to wake up one day and realize that none of it was real. That’s no way to live your life, Maddie.”

      “I don’t believe it’s a dream,” Maddie shot back. “I know it’s real. I just … I’m finally getting everything I ever wanted.”

      Maude beamed. She was as fond of Nick as she was of her granddaughter. They’d always been tight as children and Maude hoped they would find their way back to each other as adults. When they did, things seemed to slip into place. Maude was in no hurry to die – she had enemies to spite and bourbon to drink, after all – but she wasn’t afraid to do it now. Before, she worried about leaving Maddie alone in the world. Now she knew that Nick would always be with Maddie and they were destined for happiness. It lifted a heavy load from her shoulders.

      “So why are you a bundle of nerves if you’re happy?” Maude challenged, crossing her arms over her chest. “Just enjoy being happy. It’s what I want for you. It’s what Nick wants for you. I know it’s what your mother would want for you. By the way, has she been around lately?”

      The Graves family peculiarity – which is what Olivia termed Maddie’s abilities when she was a youngster – hit most of the women in the family with a few notable exceptions. Maude was one of those exceptions. However, Olivia had been strengthening in recent months. Occasionally she stopped by for a visit and Maude actually felt her presence. Those were wonderful visits, but it had been weeks since Olivia had engaged in a long stay.

      “I haven’t seen her in about two weeks,” Maddie answered, wrinkling her nose. “That’s not unusual, though. Time passes differently when you’re dead. Sometimes she’s gone for weeks and only thinks she’s been gone for days. I wouldn’t worry about it. She’ll be back.”

      “I’m not worried about it,” Maude clarified. “I simply thought she’d be hanging around more so we could all plan your wedding together.”

      Maddie couldn’t stop the slow smile from spreading across her face. “Yeah. That will be fun, right?”

      Maude nodded. “It will be. Have you picked a date yet?”

      Maddie shook her head. “No, but we don’t want to wait a long time. We’re talking about summer because we want to have the wedding outside. That’s as far as we’ve gotten.”

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Maude patted Maddie’s arm, her smile slipping as she studied Maddie’s odd expression. Maddie let her eyes drift to the bay window in the front of the store and focused on the empty yard. Maude couldn’t decide if she saw something or merely disappeared into La-La Land. “What’s wrong?”

      “I … nothing is wrong.” Maddie jerked her head back and cringed when she met Maude’s doubtful face. “Why do you think something is wrong?”

      “Because you seem tense,” Maude answered without hesitation. “I saw you and Nick canoodling in the chair before he left for work. I would think you would be in a good mood after swapping spit for an hour.”

      Maddie narrowed her eyes, annoyance flowing through her. “We don’t canoodle. Is that even a word? I don’t think it’s a word.”

      “It’s definitely a word and that’s all you and Nick do,” Maude countered. “At least when the weather was warmer you snuck down to the lake to skinny-dip and did your canoodling elsewhere. The winter hasn’t been bad, but you’ve been forced to spend all of your heavy petting time under this roof and it’s starting to wear on me.”

      Maddie was scandalized. “We don’t pet each other.”

      Maude snorted. She adored Maddie’s puritan streak. “I think Nick is planning on getting you a special pet brush for Valentine’s Day.”

      “You’re mean.” Maddie poked her grandmother’s side and shook her head. “We don’t pet each other … or canoodle … or any other dirty things your mind comes up with.”

      “How sad for you,” Maude deadpanned, her lips curving. “The dirty things my mind comes up with are topnotch and guaranteed to put a smile on your face.”

      “Okay, well … .” Maddie sucked in a breath to calm herself. “We’re done talking about that. Why don’t you tell me what you’re up to?”

      The shift in Maude’s demeanor was so small Maddie almost didn’t notice it. Maddie knew her grandmother well enough to know that she was up to something by the way she averted her gaze and stared at the front door.

      “I’m not up to anything,” Maude answered automatically. “Why do you have such a suspicious mind?”

      “Because I grew up with you.” Maddie planted her hands on her narrow hips. “What are your plans for the day?”

      “Oh, well, I thought I would take a swing by the police station and tease Nick about the canoodling before going to my Pink Ladies meeting. Do you have a problem with that?” Maude’s tone turned accusatory.

      “I don’t have a problem with that,” Maddie clarified, licking her lips. Maude’s social group was named The Pink Ladies. They generally spent their afternoons drinking tea laced with bourbon and playing cards. Occasionally they got into more mischief, but with the temperatures threatening to hover around freezing for the bulk of the afternoon, Maddie had her doubts that they would venture outside. “Do you promise you’re not up to anything?”

      “I promise that I’m an absolute angel and you’re lucky to have me,” Maude replied, moving to leave the store and head back toward her apartment. “Do you promise to stop being a worrywart and mind your own business?”

      Maddie shook her head. “You’re my grandmother. It’s my job to worry about you.”

      “I believe you have that switched around, Maddie girl.” Despite her irritation at being questioned, Maude couldn’t stop her expression from softening. “Go back to your daydreams about Nick. I’m sure they’ll keep you warm until you see him again and he handles the job with his own personal flair.”

      “I’m sure they will, too.”

      

      MADDIE SPENT the bulk of the day on her own, helping a few customers and giving one reading to a woman who wanted to know if her husband would ever stop being the world’s biggest tool. She didn’t bother locking the front door when she took a break in the back for lunch. The bell would alert her if someone entered and it was quiet as she ate her soup and grilled cheese.

      She was just loading her dishes into the dishwasher when the bell sounded. “I’ll be right there,” she called out, washing and drying her hands before heading toward the store. “How can I help you?”

      The man standing in the middle of the store looked nervous. His hair was gray – although Maddie was fairly certain it had been blond at one time – and his blue eyes were wary as they flicked from one end of the store to the other.

      She’d seen this before so the man’s demeanor didn’t make her nervous. “Let me guess,” she offered kindly. “You want to get your wife something – maybe a Valentine’s Day gift – and you thought you might find something unique here. Am I close?”

      “I … .” The man licked his lips as he stared hard. He sucked in a deep breath to calm himself. “You’re kind of right.”

      “Kind of?” Maddie offered the man a serene smile as she strolled into the store. “What was I wrong about?”

      “Oh, well, I do want to look around,” the man hedged.

      “Go ahead.” Maddie gestured with her hand. “I’ll be close if you have any questions. Are you looking for anything in particular?”

      “I’m … not sure.” The man shifted his eyes to the bookshelf and Maddie took the opportunity to glance at his ring hand. She figured she was close to the mark with the Valentine’s Day gift scenario, but the fact that his left ring finger was bare threw her for a loop.

      “Why don’t you give me a hint and I’ll see if I can help you,” Maddie prodded.

      This time when the man shifted his eyes back to Maddie there was something residing inside of them that caused her to swallow hard. “Don’t you know?”

      “I … what?” Maddie found herself flustered, although she had no idea why. She wasn’t getting a dangerous vibe from the stranger. In fact, he seemed perfectly nice and normal. Still, there was something off about the entire situation.

      “You’re supposed to be psychic, right?” The man gestured toward the sign in the window. “It says you do psychic readings.”

      “I do,” Maddie confirmed, bobbing her head.

      “That means you should know why I’m here, right?”

      “Not unless you tell me,” Maddie replied, rubbing her sweaty palms against the front of her jeans. People often asked annoying questions like that, but she made a point to brush them off rather than engage. “I try not to invade people’s minds unless they ask me to enter.”

      “Oh, well, that sounds pragmatic.” The man flicked his eyes to the table at the far end of the room. “Is that where you do it?”

      “Is that what you want?” Maddie asked, forcing herself to remain calm. “Do you want a reading?”

      Maddie couldn’t be sure, but she was almost positive the man made up his mind on the spot. “That would be nice.”

      Maddie wisely let the man walk to the table first, keeping a safe distance in case he decided to do something untoward. She didn’t believe that was his intention – in fact she was almost certain he was more nervous than she was – but something about the way he acted didn’t feel right.

      “Do you want tarot cards or a palm reading?” Maddie asked once she was settled in her chair.

      “A palm reading is fine.”

      “Okay.” Maddie forced a smile as she accepted the man’s hand, pressing her eyes shut as she focused on his energy. She breathed in through her nose and exhaled through her mouth as she forced herself to calm and sort through the images. “It seems you’ve traveled a lot through the years.”

      “Yes.” The man’s voice was dry and raspy.

      “You never settled in one place for very long, huh?” Maddie tilted her head to the side as another memory pushed to the forefront of the man’s brain. She recognized the woman in this one. Granted, this memory was from before she was born, but she was technically a part of it because she was almost certain the pregnant woman in the vision was the one who gave birth to her. “I … Mom?”

      The man didn’t jerk back his hand, or act as if Maddie said something out of the ordinary. He merely remained where he was sitting and stared at Maddie’s twisted face.

      The memories came fast and furious now as Maddie tried to get a grip on what she was seeing. She didn’t recognize the man. Why would she, after all? She’d never met him. Olivia didn’t so much as keep a photograph of him around the house when Maddie was younger. Maddie witnessed the heady beginnings of a whirlwind romance … and the tidal wave of despair that washed over both Olivia and her former husband when he decided things weren’t moving in an acceptable direction.

      Maddie jerked her hand back, gasping for breath as her eyes flashed. The man appeared calm from all outward appearances as he regarded the daughter he’d never had occasion to meet.

      “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Maddie knocked over her chair as she hastily stood, pressing her hand to her chest as she tried to maintain some form of composure. “I … you … what … .” She couldn’t get a complete thought out.

      “Perhaps you should sit down,” the man suggested, his eyes kind as he directed Maddie toward the window seat where she and Nick read together almost every night. “You’ll feel better if you sit down.”

      “Feel better?” Maddie was beside herself. “You want me to feel better?”

      The man didn’t get a chance to respond because Maude picked that moment to appear in the doorway. Her eyes immediately went to Maddie, glossing over the stranger.

      “What’s wrong, Maddie girl?” Maude asked. “I was in the garage picking up another bottle of bourbon when I heard something crash. Are you okay?”

      “I … um … .” Maddie’s brain didn’t want to work.

      Sensing her granddaughter’s distress – although having no idea why the girl was melting down in such spectacular fashion – Maude shifted her eyes to the man standing next to Maddie. For the first time she saw him.

      “Son of a … .”

      “Granny,” Maddie offered weakly. “I … is this who I think it is?”

      “He’s the freaking Devil,” Maude shot back, racing into the room. “I thought I told you never to come back here. Oh, well, I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it? Now that you’re here I can kill you and free myself of that worry. Maddie, get a knife and a tarp. This will be over before you know it.”

      “Oh, my … .” Maddie felt sick to her stomach as she sank to the ground, her back to the wall. “I think I’m going to throw up.”
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      “I can’t believe you had the balls to come back here, George Eugene Hunter!” Maude barked, shaking her fist for emphasis. “I thought for sure karma would’ve caught up with you by now and you died in a ditch somewhere … or got syphilis … or had some nice man bash your head in with a hammer.”

      Maddie bent over at the waist as she fought against the waves of nausea threatening to overwhelm her. She really thought she might be sick in the middle of her store. That was the last thing she wanted. “Granny … .”

      Maude was on a roll and there was no stopping her. She didn’t so much as spare a glance for her suffering granddaughter. “I have a hammer, George. How about you wait here while I get it.”

      For his part, George Hunter merely remained rooted to his spot, his eyes bouncing between his former mother-in-law and the daughter he’d only seen from a distance. Finally, when he spoke, it was to Maude. “You’re the only person who ever calls me by my middle name, Maude. I still hate it.”

      “Good.” Maude’s face was red enough that Maddie momentarily forgot about her tummy woes and focused on her grandmother.

      “Do you feel lightheaded?” Maddie asked, springing to action. “Do you need to sit down?”

      The look Maude shot Maddie was one of pure dislike. “Do I look like I need to sit down?”

      Maddie was convinced that had to be a trick question. “I … um … .”

      “I’m not here to cause trouble,” George said, holding up his hands and taking a step back. “I swear I’m not. The last thing I want is to disrupt your life. I just … wanted to see you.”

      Maude didn’t give Maddie a chance to react to the tidbit before launching into another tirade. “You wanted to see her? Oh, well, that’s rich! You never wanted to see her before. You never cared about her before. You weren’t there when she was born. You weren’t there when she cried herself to sleep over nightmares. You weren’t there when she had a broken heart … or a cold … or when she had the chicken pox and had a really bad fever. You weren’t there for any of that!”

      Maddie felt numb as she shifted from one foot to the other, remaining close to Maude in case she had some sort of fit and passed out while taking a moment to study the man who provided half of her genes. Most people thought she looked like Olivia – and she did in some ways – but Maddie could see right away that she got a lot of her facial features and coloring from her father. Her father. She never thought she would have to worry about him so his sudden arrival made her feel stupid and slow as she attempted to wade through the muck.

      “What’s going on?”

      Maddie didn’t realize they had another guest until she lifted her eyes to the doorway that separated the store and the rest of the house and found Penelope Marchand, Maude’s fellow Pink Lady, taking in the scene with panicked eyes. “What are you doing here?” Maddie asked, confused.

      “I had to drive Maude because we needed more bourbon and she was a little tipsy,” Penelope replied. “I … is something going on?”

      “Nothing is going on, Penny,” Maude snapped, her cheeks flushed with color. “This piece of crap was just on his way out.”

      “No, I’m not on my way out,” George countered, taking Maddie by surprise. “Believe it or not, I’m not here to spar with you, Maude. I’m here to see my daughter.”

      Maddie’s stomach revolted at the words and she bent over again to keep from throwing up the soup and sandwich she ate less than an hour before.

      “Are you okay, Maddie?” Penelope’s eyes sparked with worry as she studied the blonde. She was usually the picture of health so Penelope couldn’t help but worry. “Do you need to sit down?”

      “I need to … .” What? Maddie had no idea what she needed. Part of her hoped she was about to wake up and realize this was all a bad dream. The other part desperately needed to put distance between herself and the man who walked out on her mother before Maddie was born. “I need air.”

      Maddie shoved past Maude and pointed herself toward the front door, her feet heavy as she kept her focus on one thing: escape.

      “Maddie, where are you going?” Maude called to her back. “You can’t let this guy get to you. It’s not right. Don’t let him chase you out of your own home.”

      “I just need some air,” Maddie repeated, her fingers tingling as she reached for the handle. “Everything is fine. I’m going to wake up any second now and … it will be fine.”

      “Are you happy now, George Eugene?” Maude barked. “You’ve made her crazy. She’s clearly losing her mind.”

      “I think you’re the one who caused that,” George shot back, annoyance bubbling up. “I simply wanted to talk to her. You’re the one who turned it into a big thing.”

      “Oh, well, I wonder why,” Maude deadpanned, rolling her eyes. “I wonder why the return of the man who abandoned her would possibly be a big deal to Maddie. I can’t even fathom why that would be.”

      Maddie ignored her grandmother’s attitude – and the fact that George was being so verbally aggressive with her – and tugged open the door. She stumbled onto the front porch, not wearing a jacket to bar against the cold, and sucked in gaping mouthfuls of oxygen as she tried to center herself.

      She’d imagined this meeting for years. She would be lying if she said otherwise. For some reason all of the fake scenarios she concocted never went like this. She didn’t fall apart in her imaginings. She held strong and true. She told the man who abandoned her and broke her mother’s heart to get out and never come back, but only after informing him of everything he’d missed out on over the years.

      “Maddie?”

      Maddie jerked her head to the driveway, struggling to comprehend what was happening when Nick bolted out of his police cruiser and hurried toward the porch. His partner, Dale Kreskin, followed suit more slowly. He seemed to sense that something big was about to happen, although it was obvious that he had no idea what.

      “What’s wrong?” Nick asked, taking the steps two at a time as he raced to Maddie. “Why don’t you have a coat on? You’re going to get sick.”

      “I … what are you doing here?” Maddie felt as if she was trapped in one of those dreams that occur in a heavy mist and make the dreamer feel as if they’re walking through quicksand … or really thick pea soup. “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

      “Penelope Marchand called,” Nick replied, slipping his arms around Maddie to offer her some of his warmth. He peered around her shoulder, through the open door, and shook his head as he tried to figure out exactly what he was dealing with. “She said there was a man in the store and Maude was screaming at him. She was worried that he was a rapist or something.”

      “He’s not a rapist,” Maddie supplied automatically. “At least … um … I don’t think he’s a rapist. I guess he might be a rapist. I really know nothing about him.”

      “Okay, Mad, you’re starting to worry me.” Nick exchanged an unreadable look with Kreskin, something unsaid passing between them. “Is there a reason we can’t go inside?”

      “I needed some air.”

      Maddie’s voice sounded hollow, feeble even. Nick pressed his cheek against hers as he lifted her around the waist and stepped into the store. He kept Maddie close as he glanced between faces – registering the fact that Maude and the man at the far end of the storefront area looked as if they were about to do battle – before focusing on Penelope. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “I’ve got this,” Kreskin said, resting his hand on Nick’s shoulder as he skirted around him. “Take care of Maddie. I’ll ask the questions. I … sir … would you like to tell me what’s going on here?”

      George flicked his eyes to Kreskin, taking in the simple jeans and button-down shirt with blank eyes. He recognized a cop when he saw one. He already knew Nick was a cop, although he couldn’t explain how he knew that without looking like a weird stalker. It was sobering to realize two cops and two senior citizens – one of whom hated him – now stood between George and his daughter. “I came to visit Maddie,” he gritted out, his eyes flashing to the blonde wrapped around Nick Winters’ strong frame. He didn’t know the man other than a cursory search he’d run – and a little spying he’d done in the lead-up to reintroducing himself to his daughter – but he seemed the decent sort. “Maude wasn’t happy when she found me here and took things to a completely unnecessary level.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kreskin’s expression never changed. “Maude often takes things to an unnecessary level. That’s part of her charm.”

      Maude preened. “Thank you, Dale.”

      “I didn’t say you were charming today,” Kreskin noted, his hands moving to his hips. “I need to know what’s going on here.”

      “Why does anything have to be going on here?” George challenged, matching Kreskin’s stance. “Perhaps I merely came in for a reading and chat. Perhaps Maude made things ten times worse than they had to be. Perhaps you’re not needed here.”

      “Last time I checked you weren’t in control of who comes and goes from this shop or home,” Kreskin pointed out.

      “Are you in charge?” George asked, arching a confrontational eyebrow.

      “No, but my partner is.” Kreskin jerked his thumb in Nick’s direction. “Would you like to have it out with him? Before you answer, I should warn you that he doesn’t have much of a sense of humor when it comes to Maddie’s well-being.”

      “No, probably not,” George muttered, heaving out a sigh. “I'll just be going. I honestly didn’t want this to turn into a scene from a soap opera … but that’s exactly what I’ve done.”

      “You can’t just let him leave,” Maude argued. “I haven’t killed him yet. I promised him that if he ever came back I would bang him in the head with a hammer and bury him in the backyard.

      “Now, even though the ground is probably too hard for me to dig in, I figure I can kill him now and hide the body in the cellar,” she continued. “If we zip it in a bag or something we won’t even smell it. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Kreskin heaved out a sigh as he shook his head. “You know I can arrest you for threatening someone’s life, right?”

      The threat didn’t bother Maude in the least, bouncing off her as if it was nothing. “You won’t, though.”

      “No, I won’t,” Kreskin agreed. “Perhaps you should be going, sir. I think that’s probably best for everyone given the circumstances.”

      Nick, his hand cupping the back of Maddie’s head as she pressed her cheek to his chest and kept her eyes closed, immediately started shaking his head. “Wait a second.” He hated the idea of putting distance between Maddie and himself but there was no way he would let this guy walk out of the store without knowing exactly what he did to cause Maddie to fall off the rails. “I want to know what you did to my Maddie. Did you touch her?”

      George read the intent in Nick’s eyes and quickly started shaking his head. “I never laid a finger on her. I merely wanted to talk to her.”

      “Why?”

      “I … .” George broke off, swallowing hard. “It doesn’t matter. This was a mistake.”

      “I’m going to agree with you there,” Nick said, gently directing Maddie toward a chair as he stared down George. “That doesn’t mean you’re leaving this house without telling me what happened … because when I left a few hours ago Maddie was in a good mood and now she’s freaking out.”

      “I’m not freaking out,” Maddie said automatically. “He simply caught me off guard.”

      Nick flicked his eyes to Maddie, relieved she’d managed to find her voice. “Love, will you look at me?” He smiled when their gazes connected. “There you are. Who is this guy?”

      “I … .” Maddie looked caught as she shifted her attention to her father. For one brief moment she considered covering for him, but the notion was fleeting. She didn’t owe him anything. In fact, he owed her more than he could ever give. She wasn’t interested in taking it, though. “He says he’s my father. Given Granny’s reaction to seeing him, I’m guessing he really is. I have no way of knowing, though. I have no idea what he looks like. I’ve never seen him before.”

      Nick felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. When he turned his dark eyes on George Hunter it took everything he had not to punch the man in the face. “You’re Maddie’s father?”

      George swallowed hard. “I am. I didn’t come here to make trouble, though. I simply wanted to talk to her.”

      “You’re the man who abandoned Olivia to raise Maddie on her own?” Nick’s voice was flat, void of recrimination. That didn’t mean George missed the intent behind the words.

      “That was not what I wanted,” George said, studying his fingernails as he chose his words carefully. “I’m sure you must recognize that you’ve only heard one side of the story. There are always two sides to a story.”

      That was enough to snap Maddie out of the remains of her fugue state, causing her to hop to her feet and stride with purpose toward the man who claimed to be her father. “Two sides to a story?” Maddie spat, her eyes flashing as Nick caught her around the waist. He wasn’t interested in holding back her words. He merely wanted to make sure she didn’t get ahead of herself and cause enough bodily harm to warrant an arrest complaint. “My mother struggled for years to keep food on the table … and clothes on my back … and a roof over my head. You didn’t help her. What other side is there to that story?”

      “Maddie, if you could just give me a few minutes … alone … I think I could explain a few things,” George said, rubbing his thumb over his cheek. Nick recognized the mannerism as something Maddie did when she was tired and frustrated. “I swear things aren’t as bad as you probably believe them to be. The stories your mother told you … .”

      Maddie cut him off, furious. “My mother didn’t tell me stories. She told me the truth. Don’t you dare say anything about my mother!”

      “I’m sorry. I phrased that wrong.” George held up his hands in defeat. “Your mother was a good woman, Maddie. I would never say otherwise.”

      “My mother was the best woman,” Maddie snapped, her eyes filling with tears. “My mother took care of me my whole life. Where were you?”

      “Okay, that will be enough of that.” Nick smoothed Maddie’s hair, pressing a kiss to her forehead before pointing her in the direction of the kitchen. “Why don’t you make some tea, Mad? I’ll be in there with you in two minutes.”

      “But … .”

      “It will be okay, love.” Nick forced a smile before turning to Maude. “Why don’t you go with her and make sure she’s all right.”

      Maude lobbed another glare in George’s direction before shuffling toward the kitchen. “This isn’t over,” she muttered. “I can’t kill you in front of cops, George Eugene, but that doesn’t mean I won’t do it when they’re gone.”

      Nick pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead as he watched her go. He waited until the women left the room before he spoke again. “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you need to go.”

      “I understand that you’re protective of my daughter,” George offered. “I appreciate that. You two seem … good … together. It’s clear you love her.”

      “More than anything,” Nick agreed, his eyebrows migrating toward his dark hairline. “Here’s the thing, Mr. Hunter, I will do anything to keep Maddie happy and safe. I don’t believe you’re going to be good for her safety given the fact that you tend to take off and disappear at the drop of a hat and I know you’re not going to be good for her happiness.”

      “I just want to talk to her,” George pressed. “She’s my daughter. I’m not asking for the world here.”

      “No, but she is my world,” Nick countered. “That means I put her needs first no matter what. That also means that you had better stay away from her. She doesn’t want you around. She doesn’t need you around.”

      “Maybe Maddie should make that decision herself.” George stubbornly crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not leaving Blackstone Bay until we have a discussion.”

      “Maddie has already made her decision,” Kreskin interjected, giving Nick a moment to gain control of his temper before he flew off the handle and made things worse. “As for leaving Blackstone Bay, we can’t force you. If you start stalking Maddie Graves, though, I can guarantee you won’t be happy with what happens.”

      “I have no intention of stalking my daughter.”

      “That’s good,” Kreskin intoned. “If you forget that or change your mind, you’ll be sorry.”

      “Count on it.” Nick pointed toward the door. “Now get out of my house.”

      “This was my house at one time,” George sniffed, shuffling toward the door.

      “Not any longer,” Nick shot back. “Don’t even consider forgetting that fact.”

      “Don’t worry, son,” George said. “I won’t forget it.”

      “See that you don’t.”
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      Nick remained close to Maddie the rest of the afternoon, doing paperwork from his auxiliary laptop in the kitchen and giving her the time to absorb what happened before insisting they talk about it.

      Maude and Penelope made a mad dash for freedom once they realized Kreskin and Nick were going to chastise them for pushing Maddie’s first meeting with her father into Days of Our Lives territory. They disappeared through the back door while Nick and Kreskin were agreeing to run a background check on George Hunter and see what they came up with. By the time they realized what was happening, Penelope was already speeding out of the driveway – driving on the yard to get around Nick’s poorly parked vehicle – and disappearing with a honk of the horn. Nick knew it was a taunt but refused to give chase. Maude would have to return home eventually and he would wait her out until she did.

      Kreskin took the cruiser back to the police station and made arrangements to drop Nick’s truck off later in the afternoon. That freed up Nick to watch Maddie to his heart’s content. Shortly before five Nick closed his laptop and moved behind the counter, opening the refrigerator and wrinkling his nose when he realized the only food offerings were ones he would have to cook himself.

      “How does pizza sound, Mad?” He poked his head into the store and found Maddie sitting in the window seat.

      It took her a moment to register the sound of his voice and she jerked her head in his direction a few beats later. “What?”

      “Pizza,” Nick repeated, his world-famous patience on full display. “I don’t feel like cooking, but we both need some nourishment.”

      “Oh, well, I can cook.” Maddie made to shove off the blanket she’d covered herself with and climb to her feet, but Nick stopped her with a shake of his head.

      “I think we should order pizza,” he pressed. “I think it would be easiest for both of us.”

      “Okay. I like pizza.” Maddie forced a smile. “You didn’t need to stay here with me all afternoon.”

      “That’s exactly what I needed to do,” Nick countered. “I wouldn’t have gone anywhere else … not for anything in the world.”

      “I wasn’t exactly good company.”

      “You’re always good company.” Nick delayed ordering the pizza, instead grabbing Maddie’s hand and climbing into the window seat with her. He edged her over with his hip, drawing the blanket over them as she instinctively wrapped her arm around his waist and rested her face on his chest. “See. This here was worth all of it.”

      Maddie snorted and Nick was relieved to see the color returning to her cheeks. She’d been unnaturally pale for the bulk of the afternoon. “I think you’re easily pleased, which is good for me.”

      “I think you’re easily pleased, too,” Nick noted. “That’s definitely good for me.” He brushed his lips over her forehead, his hunger all but forgotten. “Love, we’re going to have to talk about this. You know that, right?”

      Maddie audibly swallowed. “I know. I don’t know what to say.”

      “That’s okay. I’m not sure what to say either. Why don’t we start at the beginning, huh? What did he say to you?”

      “He didn’t say anything at first,” Maddie replied, playing with one of the buttons on Nick’s shirt as she shifted her hip to get more comfortable. “He came in and looked a little lost. I obviously didn’t recognize him.”

      “Have you ever seen a photograph of him?”

      Maddie shook her head. “My mother either threw them all out or hid them so well that we may never find them.”

      “Or Maude burned them when she was in a mood,” Nick offered, earning a cute chuckle from Maddie.

      “I guess that’s a possibility, too,” she conceded. “I assumed he was here because he wanted to buy something for his wife. You would be amazed at the number of men who come into the shop to buy gift cards for their girlfriends or significant others and they look as if I’m about to cut them up and toss them into a cauldron simply because they’re nervous about being in a magic shop.”

      “I guess I never considered that.” Nick kept steady pressure on the back of Maddie’s neck as he rubbed soothing circles in an effort to relax her. “I always think of you as the sweetest and prettiest woman in the world so I’m always amazed when others don’t see you the same way. I want to buy them glasses.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes, her smile rueful. “That was definitely taking it a step too far.”

      “I never see the line before I cross it.” Nick playfully kissed the tip of her nose before sobering. “What happened next?”

      “He said he wanted a reading. I knew there was something off about him, but I didn’t get a dangerous vibe or anything. I thought maybe he was just nervous. So we sat at the table and I touched his hand and … I saw.”

      The way Maddie’s voice dipped caused Nick to tighten his grip on her. “What did you see?”

      “At first I just saw him moving from place to place,” Maddie replied, pressing her hand to Nick’s taut stomach. “I saw a lot of hotels … and suitcases. I thought maybe he was a salesman or something. The memories shifted really fast, though, and then I saw my mother.”

      “You saw Olivia?”

      “I did. She was pregnant … very big … and she was standing in front of the house. It didn’t look quite the same, but it was mostly the same, if that makes sense. It was a different color. It was a gross brown color.”

      “I’m not sure that’s important to the story, Mad,” Nick prodded gently.

      “Right.” Maddie shook her head. “Sorry. It was a really ugly color, though.”

      “I will let you pull out the paint color wheel of death and show me the ugly brown color once we’re in bed later if that will make you happy,” Nick offered. “I need to know more about what you saw.”

      “I didn’t see a lot, and I really didn’t hear anything other than my mother crying,” Maddie said. “I realized who he was and kind of jerked my hand away. I was in a hurry to get away from him – not because I thought he would hurt me or anything, I don’t want you to think I saw that. It was just because I needed to get away from what I saw.

      “Anyway, I knocked over the chair when I stood,” she continued. “He said he wanted to talk to me, but my head was full and my cheeks and lips were numb. I didn’t even know that could happen. Then Granny came running in because she heard the chair fall over and then … well, then things got really ugly.”

      “I can imagine.” Nick kept up his neck ministrations. “What did Maude say?”

      “She called him ‘George Eugene,’ because apparently he hates that, and then threatened to get a hammer and bury him in the backyard,” Maddie answered. “I swear time seemed to go by really fast and I couldn’t listen to what they were saying because I felt sick to my stomach and couldn’t breathe.”

      “That’s why you went outside,” Nick mused.

      “You must’ve driven really fast to get here the way you did,” Maddie said. “You were here in like three minutes.”

      “We were on the road when Penelope called,” Nick supplied. “We were only two blocks away. All I knew is that there was some sort of fight and that I had to get to you right away … so that’s what I did.”

      “My hero.” Maddie snuggled closer. “Why do you think he’s here?”

      “I honestly don’t know, Mad.” Nick heaved out a heavy sigh. “He could be here to get to know you. He might regret what he did.”

      “But he might not,” Maddie finished. “You’re afraid of him.”

      “I don’t know if ‘afraid’ is the right word,” Nick clarified. “I want you to be happy more than anything. If I thought spending time with that man was the way to do it, I would figure out a way to get past this. I’m not sure that’s the case, though.”

      “You don’t think I should talk to him, huh?”

      Nick wasn’t sure how to answer. “Do you want to talk to him?”

      “No.” Maddie answered immediately and then thought better of it. “Maybe. I … always had a picture in my head of what I would say to him if he ever had the gall to come back. Now he’s here and I fell apart instead of telling him what I felt.”

      “No one blames you for that reaction,” Nick argued. “You were in shock. Maude didn’t make things better by being … well … Maude.”

      “She was always there for me, though,” Maddie reminded him. “She never abandoned me like he did.”

      “No, she didn’t,” Nick conceded. “It’s unfair for her to take over the situation when he’s your father, though. This is your choice, Mad. If you want to talk to him … or get to know him … I will stand by you. Not only that, but I’ll handle the Maude situation so you have the freedom to do whatever it is you need to do.”

      This time the laughter Maddie mustered bordered on hysterical. “You’re going to handle Granny?”

      Nick smirked. “I can handle her.”

      “You’re cute.” Maddie pressed her lips to his cheek. “I don’t know what I want to do yet. Can I sleep on it? I want to give it some thought.”

      “You can take as much time as you want,” Nick said. “I think that’s a good plan. Acting impulsively doesn’t help anyone.”

      “Okay.” Maddie rubbed her cheek against his shirt for a few minutes. “I’m officially hungry. We’re ordering pizza, right?”

      Nick was secretly relieved that she appeared to be perking up. “Absolutely. I’ll order one with the works – minus onions, because I have plans for you that aren’t conducive to onions – and we’ll watch a movie in bed or something. How does that sound?”

      “Perfect.”

      Perfect indeed, Nick silently noted. The initial storm had passed, but he worried it was just the beginning.

      

      “WHERE DO you think you’re going?”

      Nick stood next to the counter in the kitchen when Maude tried sneaking into the main house for some coffee the next morning, a mug clutched in his hand as he stared down Maddie’s mischievous grandmother.

      Maude made a face that wasn’t lost on Nick before straightening and adopting a serene expression. “I was coming to see you, of course.”

      Nick scorched her with an “I’m not falling for that” glare while sipping his coffee. “Do you usually tiptoe when you’re going to visit someone? That might say a little something about your motives if so.”

      Maude scowled. “Fine. I’m out of K-cups and wanted real coffee. You’ve got me. Put me out of my misery.” Maude lifted her hands in mock surrender. “Just make sure the first shot is clean and I don’t waste away for days because you screwed up and shot me in the gut or something.”

      Nick remained immovable as Maddie and her best friend Christy Ford wandered into the kitchen. Christy owned the area beauty salon and graduated from high school the same year Nick and Maddie did. Blackstone Bay was small so she’d heard the gossip regarding the return of George Hunter and Nick found her on the front porch first thing in the morning. Rather than put up a fight – which he figured was a no-win scenario – he cleared a path so Christy could head up to the bedroom and bolster Maddie’s spirits. Even though she woke in a good mood, Nick remained worried that Maddie would have another meltdown and the more people on her team to combat that, the better.

      “What’s going on?” Maddie asked, glancing between faces. She looked worried.

      “Nothing is going on,” Nick replied, his easygoing nature on display. “Maude and I were simply discussing the fact that she ran away like a little girl last night rather than face the music regarding her actions with George Hunter.” Nick refrained from calling him Maddie’s father whenever possible because he didn’t want to further upset her … and it seemed weird to say because Maddie never had a father until the previous day. He simply hadn’t been a consideration.

      “I didn’t run away like a little girl,” Maude scoffed. “I had an appointment.”

      Nick was blasé. “If that’s your story.”

      “I don’t need a story because that’s the truth.”

      “Uh-huh.” Nick flicked his eyes to Maddie. “What are you going to do today, love?”

      Maddie was caught off guard by the question. “I … well … I’m going to run the store.”

      “Okay.” Nick bobbed his head as if in agreement, although his stomach involuntarily tensed. “What are you going to do if he comes back?” There was no sense ignoring the elephant in the room and Nick had no intention of leaving Maddie unprotected. “Maybe you shouldn’t open the store today.”

      “If he comes back I’ll have my hammer ready this time,” Maude said, her eyes flashing. “In fact, I’ll move it into the kitchen right now so I don’t misplace it.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes to dangerous slits and shook his head. “Stop making the murder jokes. I’m a cop. They’re not funny.”

      “If you knew George you would think they were funny,” Maude sniffed, crossing her arms over her chest. “In fact, if you really knew George you would be offering to help me dig a hole so we could hide the body.”

      “You’re on my last nerve,” Nick warned, wagging a finger. “You made things ten times worse than they had to be yesterday and you darned well know it. That’s why you took off the way you did … and spent the night out with your little friends.”

      “We had an all-night euchre tournament,” Maude countered. “It’s not my fault that the Pink Ladies are wild and crazy. Their reputation knows no bounds and sometimes they simply cannot be contained.”

      “Yeah, the majority of your Pink Ladies are drinking Metamucil by nine each night and turning in before it’s dark in the summer months,” Nick argued. “Your little contingent of Pink Ladies – the one you personally command – is a different story. You’re not fooling me, by the way. I know exactly what you were doing. I mean … I don’t even understand why we’re having this argument.”

      “That makes two of us,” Maude said. “I think you’re doing it because you want to be mean.”

      Nick rolled his eyes until they landed on Maddie. “Mad, I’m not going to tell you what to do. If you want to open the store, that’s your decision. I simply want you to be careful.”

      “I will be.” Maddie extended her hand and wrapped her slim fingers around his wrist. “I’ll be okay, Nicky. If I see him coming I’ll … well, I’m not sure what I’ll do. I doubt he would have the guts to come back so soon.”

      Nick hoped she was right, but he had reservations. He opened his mouth to voice them when his cell phone dinged on the counter. He shifted his eyes to the screen, frowning when he read Kreskin’s incoming text. “Son of a … .”

      “What’s wrong?” Maddie asked, instantly alert.

      “It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with,” Nick replied, draining the rest of his coffee before collecting his phone and pressing a kiss to Maddie’s forehead. “Apparently we have a body. Dale is on his way to pick me up right now so I can’t continue this conversation. I would appreciate it if you texted me with what you decide after breakfast.”

      “I will.” Maddie’s eyes reflected bewilderment. “Who died?”

      “I have no idea,” Nick answered. “Dale didn’t say. I’ll text you with the gossip as soon as I know it. That sounds like a fair compromise, huh?”

      Maddie grinned, legitimately amused. “It does. There’s definitely no trading up from you.”

      “I told you that yesterday.” Nick smacked a loud kiss against Maddie’s lips. “I can’t believe you would forget between then and now.”

      “I didn’t forget,” Maddie countered. “It’s very rare to find a boyfriend who not only participates in gossip sessions with his girlfriend, but also enjoys them. I will never give you up.”

      “No, you won’t.” Nick moved toward the door when Kreskin honked his horn in the driveway. “I’ll be in touch. Stay out of trouble.”

      “I will,” Maddie promised.

      Nick shot a dark look in Maude’s direction. “I was talking to your grandmother.”

      Maude merely shrugged in response. “No promises.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” Nick muttered. “It’s going to be a long day.”
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      “What do we have?”

      Nick kept his eyes on the house as Kreskin pulled out of the driveway, worry eating at him a moment longer before he shook himself back to reality. He had a job to do and Maddie was more than capable of taking care of herself. Plus, well, Maude wouldn’t leave if she thought there was a chance George would return – and she had a hammer, after all.

      “Fran Livingston is dead,” Kreskin replied, his eyes thoughtful as they roamed his partner’s face before focusing on the road. “I’m not sure what to expect. The woman who called was a bit of a mess.”

      Nick arched an eyebrow, surprised. “Fran Livingston? The woman who runs the Bayside Bed and Breakfast on Main Street?”

      Kreskin nodded. “Sarah Cooper called it in,” he supplied. “She showed up for her shift at the front desk and couldn’t figure out what was going on. Fran had the late shift last night and she’s usually on the door until ten or so before she goes into her office to sleep. Sarah said Fran always opens the front door in the morning before she gets there, but it was locked today. She went into the office and found Fran dead.”

      Nick ran the information through his head. Fran Livingston was in her sixties, which didn’t make her young, but she wasn’t old enough to make dying in her sleep somehow routine. “Did she say how she died?”

      “She was a crying mess and I said we would head straight over,” Kreskin replied. “Sarah is young and kind of dramatic so I’m not sure what to expect. The other woman who works there – Dora Walker – is apparently off today so we’re stuck with Sarah.”

      “Yeah, well, I hate to say it … but if Fran died of natural causes that would be a relief given everything that’s going on.”

      Kreskin arched an eyebrow. “Yeah. What happened with that?”

      “Not much. Maddie didn’t want to talk right away so I finished all of the reports we had piling up on my laptop. Thanks for letting me work from home, by the way. I didn’t want to leave Maddie alone.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Kreskin pulled onto Blackstone Bay’s main drag, waving at the town dentist as he walked his poodle down the street. “Did Maddie say anything?”

      “She just said that he showed up and wanted to talk,” Nick answered, his attention drifting out the window. “They really didn’t get a chance to get into it because Maude showed up and … well … you can pretty much imagine how that went.”

      “I can,” Kreskin confirmed. “I’m not familiar with that situation all that well. For some reason I always thought Maddie’s father died. I was never in any position to question Olivia about it and I never considered asking Maddie.”

      “He didn’t die, but it would’ve been easier for everyone if he did,” Nick explained. “I honestly don’t know all that much about him myself. I’m not sure Maddie does either. I think she’s told me everything she does know … and it’s not much.

      “From what I understand, Olivia and George Hunter fell fast and hard for each other,” he continued. “They married after dating for only a few weeks. She got pregnant a few months in. George waited until she was hugely pregnant to walk out.”

      “That sounds … rough.” Kreskin made a disgusted face. “Olivia was pretty much the nicest woman ever so I can’t imagine anyone walking out on her. She never gave me a lick of trouble and she always volunteered her time to those less fortunate. I don’t understand why anyone would abandon her.”

      “Yeah, well, I can see making a mistake and marrying the wrong person when you’re young and dumb,” Nick conceded as Kreskin pulled into the parking lot to the rear of the kitschy bed and breakfast. “Everyone makes mistakes. What I don’t understand is how he could abandon Maddie. He didn’t even see her before he walked out.”

      “Maybe it was easier that way,” Kreskin suggested. “I’m not saying it was right – in fact, it’s just about as wrong as it can be – but it’s easier to run when you’re younger. Maybe it was easier for George Hunter to run than to face up to a lifetime of responsibility he wasn’t ready to accept.

      “I dug into his background as you requested and there’s honestly not a lot there,” he continued. “I have a more extensive search running, but it will take time. His marriage to Olivia is on record. He filed for divorce, but Olivia didn’t fight it. In fact, she didn’t ask for a dime from him.”

      “That sounds like Olivia.”

      “It does,” Kreskin agreed, bobbing his head. “I went through the divorce documents, although only in a cursory manner. There was an agreement between the two that Olivia would not ask for child support if George signed away his rights to visitation with Maddie. There weren’t a lot of specifics in it but … even if he had tried to come around when she was older, Olivia had the legal right to keep him away.”

      “Yeah?” Nick wasn’t in the mood to feel sorry for George Hunter. “If it was you and you were a mess as a younger man but got your crap together at a certain point and knew you had a five-year-old child out there … or a ten-year-old child … or even a sixteen-year-old child, what wouldn’t you risk to see her?”

      Kreskin held his hands palms up and shrugged. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you’re letting the fact that you adore Maddie above all else color your judgment. You could never leave her so you don’t understand how anyone else could. I hate to remind you of it – mostly because it turns you into a rabid bear – but she left you for ten years.”

      Nick scowled as he glared at his partner. “Thank you so much for bringing that up.”

      “I didn’t do it to hurt your feelings.”

      “You didn’t hurt my feelings,” Nick snapped. “What happened between Maddie and me was … different. She wasn’t pregnant. I hadn’t told her I loved her. She was trying to protect me from … something big.”

      “The fact that she’s psychic,” Kreskin said sagely. He was well aware of Maddie’s abilities even though Nick refused to go into great detail about them. Nick’s protective nature was one of the things Kreskin liked best about his partner. That didn’t mean he was blind to the obvious issue in Olivia and George’s marriage. “Have you ever considered that George might not have realized that Olivia was legitimately psychic until they had a child on the way?”

      Nick balked, unnerved. “Olivia never hid her gifts. She didn’t volunteer it, but everyone in town knew she was special.”

      “As an adult,” Kreskin clarified. “You don’t know what she was like as a young woman. I didn’t know her then either. She would’ve just moved to Blackstone Bay around the time they divorced and she gave birth to Maddie. There’s no mention of any of … that … in the divorce documents, but you can’t possibly know what was going on during that portion of Olivia’s life.”

      “Maybe,” Nick conceded, although it somehow felt disloyal to think anything of the sort when it came to Olivia. She was like a second mother to him, always going out of her way to take Maddie and him on adventures when they were kids. “What are you saying? You think Olivia didn’t tell George the truth and it was too much for him to deal with?”

      Kreskin shrugged, noncommittal. “I don’t know. I can imagine that would be a lot to deal with, though. That’s on top of the fact that the man had the mother-in-law from hell.”

      “Maude isn’t so bad.”

      “To you, because she loves you,” Kreskin corrected. “It sounds as if she never liked George Hunter. That can wear on a marriage. I know. My mother-in-law hated me for the first three years of my marriage and it was stressful.”

      “Really?” Nick was intrigued, despite himself. “Why did she start liking you?”

      “Other than my natural charm?”

      Nick nodded.

      “I helped save her doll collection from a basement flood.”

      Nick stared at him a moment, unblinking, and then burst out into hysterical gales of laughter. “Nice.”

      “Laugh it up,” Kreskin intoned. “The truth is, though, that an unhappy mother-in-law often leads to an unhappy wife. I don’t want you to think I’m blaming Olivia. She was young, too. Raising Maddie on her own might’ve seemed like the only way to get through the divorce.

      “And, well, look at Maddie,” he continued. “She turned into a fine woman. She clearly didn’t need to grow up with a father.”

      “No, but she would’ve liked a father,” Nick argued. “She loved my father. Thankfully, my dad recognized that and he went out of his way to dote on Maddie at times. He even bought her stuffed animals and candy for Valentine’s Day when she was little because he was buying them for my sister, too.”

      “How did your sister feel about that?”

      “She was unhappy, but I didn’t care because Maddie was always so thrilled,” Nick replied. “Maddie would never admit it, but I know what she was thinking back then. She couldn’t understand why someone would walk away from her. I don’t understand it either. I don’t care what happens, I would never walk away from a child.”

      “And that’s what makes you a better man than George Hunter,” Kreskin said, pocketing his keys as they exited the cruiser. “I’m not saying you don’t have a right to be angry. Maddie definitely has a right to be angry, for that matter. I’m simply pointing out that you weren’t there and can’t possibly know everything that happened between Maddie’s parents. You might not want to cast stones until you know the whole deal.”

      Nick blew out a sigh as he followed his partner toward the back door of the bed and breakfast. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “That’s all I’m asking. Now, let’s see if poor Fran died in her sleep or if we’re going to have to deal with something much, much worse.”

      

      “YEAH, THERE’S no way this was an accident.”

      Nick rubbed the back of his neck as he stared at the unholy nightmare that was Fran Livingston’s private office. The couch – and wall behind it, for that matter – were splattered with blood, a heavy lamp discarded on the floor next to Fran’s lifeless body.

      “Not even close,” Kreskin said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t have dilly-dallied so much if Sarah made me aware of the circumstances. I honestly thought Fran died in her sleep … like a heart attack or something. I thought Sarah was hyperventilating because she’d never seen a dead body before.”

      Nick cast a glance over his shoulder, out into the Bayside’s quaint lobby, and eyed the apoplectic female clerk as she breathed in and out of a bag while one of the other workers stood next to her and offered a consoling hand on the shoulder. “Unless she’s a really good actress, I’m going to guess she’s not the murderer.”

      “That would be my guess, too.” Kreskin kneeled next to the body, snapping a pair of rubber gloves in place as he felt along the ridge of Fran’s head. “Holy crap. Someone really wailed on her. The entire side of her head is dented in and there’s a gash that opens clean through.”

      Nick wrinkled his nose. “Thank you for that visual. I figured that out myself, though. That lamp is obviously the murder weapon.”

      “Yeah, it looks to be.” Kreskin rolled his neck. “We need to call the medical examiner and get photographs of everything before they haul her out. Then we need to get an employee list and go through each individual on it.”

      “We should probably go back at least five years,” Nick suggested. “Whoever did this had a lot of rage. Maybe Fran fired someone and they held a grudge.”

      “That’s probably a good idea.” Kreskin ran his tongue over his teeth and made a clucking sound. “Man, this is not a pleasant way to go. I’ve known Fran ever since I moved here. She hasn’t always been pleasant but … I cannot imagine someone being angry enough to do this to her.”

      “We can’t rule out a crime of opportunity,” Nick noted, turning his attention to the empty front desk. “We need to check the log books and talk to all of the guests. How do you want to handle the people staying here?”

      “We can’t make a decision about opening or closing this place until we find out what kind of contingency plan Fran had for keeping up the operation,” Kreskin replied. “She must’ve had a will … and a successor plan. She wasn’t old, but she certainly wasn’t young.”

      “According to Maude, age is a state of mind.”

      Kreskin snorted and shook his head. “She’ll outlive us all. Why don’t you call the medical examiner and get a few uniforms over here. I’ll look around the office and drop markers on everything we need photographed. Then you can start going through the guestbook.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      Nick worked steadily for the next half hour, calling everyone he needed to notify from an investigative standpoint. Sarah remained sobbing on the lobby couch. Nick considered questioning her, but he was hoping to push that task off on Kreskin, truth be told. He didn’t do well with crying females unless it was his crying woman, who he knew better than anyone else. Maddie’s tears never bothered him – other than to make him ache because he couldn’t fix everything – but when other people cried he ultimately grew uncomfortable.

      Nick turned his attention to the guest registry when the medical examiner arrived, perfectly happy to allow the man to handle the gruesome stuff while he focused on the tedium of checking out leads. He ran his finger over the line that showed current occupancy, thrilled to find that only three of the rooms were rented out. His blood ran cold when he got to the third name, though.

      “What’s wrong?” Kreskin asked, correctly reading Nick’s face as he drew closer. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost … which is funny considering who you live with.”

      Nick ignored the dig. “There are three guests.”

      “That’s not bad. We should be able to get through them relatively quickly.”

      “Look.” Nick tapped on the book for emphasis.

      Kreskin followed his gaze, making an annoyed sound in the back of his throat when he realized what Nick was pointing at. “Of course. Why couldn’t this one be easy?”

      “Because that’s not how we roll in Blackstone Bay,” Nick replied. “We have to question him.”

      “We do,” Kreskin confirmed. “You’re going to let me take the lead on it, though.”

      Nick immediately balked. “Why?”

      “Because he’s not going to be my future father-in-law,” Kreskin replied, scowling at George Hunter’s name. “Seriously, he couldn’t have picked another inn or bed and breakfast?”

      “That man is nothing to me,” Nick stressed, refusing to back down.

      Kreskin remained calm despite Nick’s obvious fury. “That man hurt the thing you love most so he’s most definitely not nothing to you. I will be the one leading the questions when it comes to George Hunter. If you don’t like that … .”

      “What?” Nick challenged, his temper flaring.

      “Then we’re going to have a problem,” Kreskin replied, refusing to rise to the bait and give Nick an outlet for his building fury. “Are we going to have a problem?”

      Nick honestly wasn’t sure how he should answer. “I guess we’ll have to play it by ear.”
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      Maddie wasn’t happy with herself … or the way she reacted to George Hunter’s appearance in her life. George Hunter. It was easier to use his full name when thinking about him than the other. Father. That word meant nothing to her … and George Hunter meant nothing to her.

      So why did I freak out? Maddie asked the question of herself twenty times as she walked through the store, going out of her way to ignore the fact that Christy was perched in the window seat flipping through a book, pretending to be a bored friend hanging around when she was clearly serving as a babysitter.

      “Don’t you have work?” Maddie fought to keep her voice even as she shifted her eyes to Christy.

      “I’m the boss,” Christy reminded her. “I have workers to take over the heavy lifting for me so I can take off whenever I want. That’s one of the few perks of being the boss.”

      Maddie was technically her own boss, too. She didn’t, however, have employees to bark orders at. “Yes, well, I really don’t need you hovering. It’s unnecessary.”

      “Who said I’m hovering?” Christy didn’t so much as raise her eyes. “I’m very interested in this book. I haven’t read a good lusty highlander book since the last Outlander book hit … and the descriptions in this one are much more vivid.”

      Maddie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from exploding. “That’s Nick’s book.”

      Christy snorted. “If that’s your story.”

      “No, seriously.” Maddie didn’t back down. “Nick bought that book.”

      Christy’s expression finally shifted and she arched a challenging eyebrow as she stared down Maddie. “Really? Nick is interested in the Highlander’s Sword of Conquest? I’m sure you understand that I have my doubts.”

      “Do you want me to call him?” Maddie challenged. “I will.”

      “He’s busy and we both know it,” Christy shot back, looking Maddie up and down as she decided how to handle the situation. Maddie generally didn’t fly off the handle for no reason. She was easy to get along with and congenial. The return of her father – or her sperm donor, to be more apt – had clearly unhinged Maddie’s very orderly mind. Christy wasn’t sure what to make of the phenomenon.

      “That doesn’t mean he didn’t buy the book,” Maddie persisted. “We read something in that window seat almost every night. We read it together. I try to pick classics, but Nick prefers romances.”

      Realization dawned on Christy’s pleasingly round face. “Oh.” She nodded sagely, tucking a strand of her flame red hair behind her ear. “He likes dirty books because they put you both in the mood.”

      Maddie stilled. “I … well … yes. He also thinks they’re funny. He repeats some of the dialogue sometimes to make me laugh.”

      “And that’s why you got the best man in the world,” Christy said, closing the book and placing it on the cushion next to her. “Tell me what you’re thinking, Maddie. I wanted to be all intuitive and figure it out myself, but I honestly don’t know what I would do in your position so I need you to tell me.”

      “I’m … um … not feeling anything.” Maddie carefully averted her gaze, causing Christy to roll her eyes.

      “You’re the worst liar ever, Maddie,” Christy lamented. “Seriously. When they have a class teaching people what not to do when it comes to lying, they hold up a photograph of your face.”

      “That’s almost sweet,” Maddie sneered.

      “Then one of the boys in the class will inevitably steal your photo because you look like a human Barbie doll … and he’ll do something gross with it … but you see where I’m going with this.”

      Maddie’s pretty face twisted into a scowl. “That’s less sweet.”

      “I do my best.” Christy was blasé as she folded her hands on her stomach. “You need to tell me what you’re feeling. I can sense that you’re uneasy … and tense … and perhaps a bit sick to your stomach. I get that. I think you’re handling things remarkably well given the circumstances.”

      Instead of exploding – which was her first instinct – Maddie barked out a hollow laugh. “It’s funny you say that,” she said. “I was just thinking that I’m embarrassed about how I handled things. I completely fell apart and Nick had to swoop in and slap me back together, like he always does. That’s not what should’ve happened.”

      Christy pursed her lips. “Is that what really happened or is that simply what happened in your head?” she asked after a beat. “I’m going to guess that’s simply what happened in your head.”

      “No.” Maddie shook her head, firm. “My mind went blank. I had trouble catching my breath. I had to run outside to get air. I … fell apart.”

      “That sounds pretty normal to me, Mad,” Christy noted. “You’d never seen the man before he simply popped up. He came out of nowhere and you saw him with your mother in the past. That had to be weird for you.”

      “I don’t know that I can put into words what it was,” Maddie muttered, dragging a hand through her silky hair. “It was surreal … and I felt numb, like I didn’t belong in my body … and I felt like I was floating for a bit. Then I felt sick to my stomach … and maybe a little slow … and when Nicky got here all I wanted to do was curl into a ball and let him handle all of my problems.”

      “Again, that sounds pretty normal,” Christy pressed. “You handled it much better than I would’ve handled it. I would’ve started slapping him around and pulling hair.”

      “I should’ve been stronger,” Maddie insisted, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ve been working so hard on improving my self-esteem and … it all fell away in the blink of an eye.”

      “Maddie, you met your father for the first time,” Christy pointed out. “I think you’re allowed a momentary lapse. It’s not as if you invited him to move in and forgave him out of the blue or anything. You merely took a few minutes to deal with the situation – while your grandmother was threatening to kill him with a hammer and bury him in the backyard, I might add. There’s no reason to beat yourself up.”

      “No?” Maddie wasn’t convinced. “What happens now? What if he doesn’t leave? What do you think he wants?”

      “I … don’t know,” Christy admitted. “You’re not going to know until you talk to him.”

      “That sounds great in theory. I have all of these questions, though. I feel as if I’m drifting and I have no idea what to do.”

      “So, sit down,” Christy prodded. “Let’s talk it out. You need time to comprehend everything before you can make a decision.”

      “And then what?” Maddie’s frustration returned. “What am I supposed to do with all of these feelings?”

      Christy held her hands palms up and shrugged. “I have no idea. You’re not alone, though.”

      That was the one thing Maddie knew she had going for her. “Yeah. I’m not alone. That’s the most important thing, right?”

      Christy enthusiastically nodded. “Yes. Just out of curiosity’s sake, though, where are you going to bury the body if Maude gets her hands on George Hunter?”

      Maddie shrugged. That was a very good question.

      

      NICK LOITERED a few feet away, shifting from one foot to the other as Kreskin got comfortable at the small table in the corner of George Hunter’s room. The man appeared surprised when they knocked on his door, but he didn’t put up a fight when they asked to enter.

      “So … what?” George nervously glanced between Nick and Kreskin. “Are you guys here to run me out of town or something?”

      “That’s not our specific purpose,” Kreskin replied, resting his hands on top of the table. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because you guys were at Maddie’s house yesterday and made your feelings regarding me perfectly clear,” George replied. “I figured you would give it a night before applying heavy pressure to force me to leave Blackstone Bay.”

      “I believe you said yesterday that wouldn’t work,” Kreskin noted calmly. “You said you were determined to stay in town until you and Maddie could talk.”

      “And I meant it.” George linked his fingers and rested them on his stomach as he leaned back in his chair, fixing Nick with a hard look. “I get that you don’t like me … .”

      Nick cut him off with a shake of his head. “No, I don’t.”

      “You don’t know me, son,” George pressed. “I know that you care for my daughter – and that’s a good thing – but you can’t run her life.”

      Nick took a step in George’s direction, anger overwhelming him. Kreskin’s dark look was enough to stop him in his tracks, but that didn’t mean his temper wasn’t something to be reckoned with. “I love your daughter,” he gritted out. “She’s my everything. I don’t run her life.”

      “I can vouch for that,” Kreskin said calmly. “Nick and Maddie are … each other’s biggest cheerleaders. I guess that’s the best way to put it.”

      “I would like you to put it a different way because now I think this guy is picturing me in a skirt,” Nick muttered.

      Kreskin ignored him. “Nick doesn’t run Maddie’s life. They share a life. If you think otherwise, you’re already losing in this game, sir. I believe you should perhaps get to know the most important person in your daughter’s life before you cast aspersions on him.”

      “I’m not casting aspersions on him.” George wrinkled his nose, further infuriating Nick because the expression reminded him of something Maddie did when feeling frustrated or tired. “I understand he’s engaged to my daughter. It’s clear they care about one another.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes, suspicious. “How do you know we’re engaged?” Nick racked his brain for an instance where he mentioned being engaged to Maddie and came up empty. That didn’t mean it wasn’t mentioned – the situation was tense, after all – but he honestly couldn’t remember saying anything of the sort.

      “Because I saw the ring on her finger,” George replied, not missing a beat. “I know what an engagement ring looks like.”

      “Oh.” Mollified, Nick rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t consider that.”

      “I get that you and Maddie are close – and I’m glad for it,” George offered. “She must’ve been upset when her mother died. I only found out a few weeks ago, in fact, and I was worried about poor Maddie being on her own.”

      “Maddie isn’t on her own,” Nick corrected. “She has me … and Maude … and Christy.”

      “And me,” Kreskin added. “A lot of people in this town love Maddie. She’s not alone.”

      “I didn’t know that.” George was stubborn. “I’m glad she’s not alone, though. I would hate to think she was ever … lonely.”

      “She was lonely all of the time when she was a kid,” Nick fired back, his temper getting the better of him. “She knew she was missing something no matter how hard Olivia tried to fill all of the holes in her life.”

      “Son, this probably doesn’t mean anything to you … .” George adopted a soft and pragmatic tone, but Nick was beyond reason.

      “I’m not your son!”

      “All right.” Kreskin got to his feet and pressed his hand to the spot in the center of Nick’s chest. “Start interviewing the workers.”

      Nick balked. “We’re not done here.”

      “You are.” Kreskin firmly shook his head, proving he wasn’t in the mood for nonsense when Nick opened his mouth to argue. “Leave us to it, Nick.”

      Nick stared at his partner for an extended beat before making a disgusted sound in the back of his throat and turning on his heel. Kreskin watched him leave, not so much as cringing when Nick slammed the door upon exiting.

      “He’s full of himself,” George muttered, shaking his head.

      “He’s honestly not,” Kreskin countered. “He’s a good man. He happens to love Maddie with his whole heart.”

      “So I’ve noticed,” George said dryly. “Apparently they’ve known each other for a long time, huh? He mentioned Olivia. Did he know Olivia?”

      “I’m not sure I should be telling you any of this given what you’ve done, but in an effort to save time … Maddie and Nick grew up together,” Kreskin offered, his eyes keen as they locked with George’s unreadable orbs. “They were best friends. Their mothers were good friends. Maddie and Nick were constantly together.”

      “I … well … that’s interesting.” George rubbed his chin. “Does that mean she’s settling for him? Was she afraid to be alone after her mother’s death and decided to marry her best friend because he was safe?”

      “Not even close,” Kreskin replied, his dislike for George Hunter growing by leaps and bounds. “Do you even know anything about Maddie?”

      “I … know she’s a beautiful girl.”

      “Yes. Anyone with eyes can see that.”

      “I know that she clearly cares for this boy … and her grandmother … and seems a little fragile,” George added.

      “Then you know absolutely nothing,” Kreskin shot back. “Maddie left town for college when she was eighteen, leaving Nick behind. She broke her heart and his in the process. They both went to college. They both got jobs. Nick came back here to be a cop. Maddie worked down in Detroit, only returning after Olivia died.”

      “I … oh.” Realization dawned on George. “I thought she lived here her entire life. I didn’t realize she lived anywhere else.”

      “Yes, well, that’s the sort of information that fathers learn about when they regularly talk to their children,” Kreskin supplied. “I’m going to warn you right now that trying to wedge yourself between Nick and Maddie is going to blow up in your face. They were miserable without one another and everyone in town seems to think they fulfilled some sort of weird destiny when they got together. There’s no breaking them up, if that’s what you’re after.”

      “I have no interest in making Maddie miserable,” George said, his voice stilted. “I’m glad that she’s happy. That’s all I want for her.”

      Kreskin’s gaze was weighted as he searched George’s face. “I’m not all that worried about what you want for her. I am worried about what you want from her, though.”

      “Why would I want something from her?”

      “Call it a hunch.” Kreskin ran his tongue over his teeth. “If you hurt her, Nick is only one of the people who will go after you. Think very hard about what you want from this situation, because if Maddie gets hurt in any scenario … .”

      “I don’t want to hurt her,” George gritted out. “I simply want to talk to her.”

      “You’d better hope that’s true.”

      “Yes, well, is that all?” George arched a challenging eyebrow. “I believe I have plans for the day and you’re not included.”

      Kreskin snorted, as if he heard a funny joke and George was the one telling it. “We haven’t even started yet. I’m not here to talk about Maddie.”

      “You’re not?” George didn’t bother to hide his confusion. “Why are you here?”

      “The owner of the Bayside Bed and Breakfast – Fran Livingston – was killed last night. I need to ask you a few questions.”

      George swallowed hard, shifting gears smoothly. “I … well … okay.”

      Kreskin considered himself a good judge of character and while he wasn’t sure of George’s motivations when it came to Maddie, he was almost positive the man appeared surprised to find out about Fran’s death. That could only bode well for Maddie and what was to come.

      “Let’s get started,” Kreskin said. “I need you to account for your time yesterday … starting from eight and going throughout the night. We’ll start from there.”

      “That sounds lovely. I can’t wait.”
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      “You didn’t have to do this.” Maddie shot Nick a rueful smile as he parked in front of the diner later that night. “I could’ve cooked dinner.”

      “I’m perfectly fine letting someone else do it for us.” Nick grabbed Maddie’s hand and pressed the palm to his lips. “I just want to spend some time with you. Cooking is optional, but food is not … so I thought the diner would be a nice compromise.”

      “I’ve had worse offers.” Maddie beamed as she leaned closer and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. Up close, Nick looked weary. He almost never did. Today was a different story. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “About what?”

      “Whatever it is that has you twisted up like this,” Maddie replied. “I’m not sure if it’s George Hunter’s return or Fran Livingston’s death that’s made you so unhappy but … I’m here to listen. You know that, right?”

      “I do know that,” Nick confirmed, squeezing Maddie’s hand. “You’ve always been a good listener. In fact … do you remember that summer I told you I was going to grow up to be Batman? You agreed to help even though you thought I would make a better Aquaman. I’ve never forgotten that.”

      Maddie snorted, legitimately amused. “I only thought you would make a better Aquaman because you swim like a fish and I think riding a seahorse is so much cooler than driving a car shaped like a penis.”

      Now it was Nick’s turn to laugh. “That’s pretty funny … and the Batmobile isn’t shaped like a penis.”

      “Then you’re not looking at it from the right perspective,” Maddie countered, giggling when he poked her side. “Do you want to talk about what happened this afternoon? I’m ready to listen if you’re ready to talk.”

      “I’m not sure, Mad,” Nick admitted. “Part of me is upset about Fran. Her death was brutal … and really violent. We’re not used to something like that here in Blackstone Bay.”

      “No, but I’ve seen some awful things throughout the years so I can kind of imagine what you walked into this morning,” Maddie said. “Do you think it was quick?”

      “The medical examiner says it probably took her three to five minutes to die,” Nick replied. “That doesn’t seem like a lot of time, but when you’re the one who is dying you probably think otherwise.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Fran’s kids live down south,” Nick continued. “They won’t be here until late tomorrow so we won’t be able to question them until after that. The good news is that they already supplied alibis and they appear to check out. We have to dig deeper, of course, but there was no cash in the till so robbery doesn’t appear to be a motive. Sarah said they didn’t keep cash in the till.”

      “Did you talk to the guests?”

      Nick nodded, discomfort rolling through him. He hadn’t mentioned the fact that George Hunter was staying at the Bayside yet and he wasn’t sure how to broach the subject.

      “Are any of them suspicious?”

      Nick knew he couldn’t put it off any longer, so he shrugged. “Mad, George Hunter is one of the guests.”

      Maddie stilled. “Oh. I … oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you talk to him?” Maddie wasn’t sure how much further she should push Nick, but his melancholy mood made more sense given the new information.

      “I did, but not for very long,” Nick admitted. “Kreskin kicked me out.”

      Maddie widened her eyes. “He kicked you out? Why?”

      “Because he thought I was getting a little too … vocal.”

      “Were you?”

      Nick couldn’t muster the energy to be affronted by the question. “Most women would immediately say that they know the man they love more than anything wouldn’t possibly be at fault in a situation like that.”

      Maddie pursed her lips, amused despite herself. “I’m sure whatever you said was justified.”

      “He’s just so … full of himself,” Nick complained. “He seems to feel as if he’s got a right to claim you.”

      “Claim me?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Maddie wasn’t sure she did. “Did he say anything about me?”

      Nick recognized her tone even though she worked overtime to act as if she was barely interested in the man who abandoned her mother twenty-nine years before. He reminded himself that Maddie had a right to feel whatever she was feeling and it wasn’t his job to bias her one way or the other. “He simply said that he wanted to talk to you … and then suggested that I wanted to tell you how to live your life.”

      Maddie’s mouth dropped open. “He did not.”

      “He did.” Nick bobbed his head. “Mad, I don’t want to make excuses for him, but he obviously doesn’t understand how long you and I have been together in our hearts. As far as he’s concerned, he probably believes I’m some studly cop you stumbled across one day not very long ago and you impulsively decided to live your life with me.

      “He wasn’t around when we were kids,” Nick continued. “He doesn’t know about the sleepovers – the ones we had before they got really fun, mind you – or the fact that we went trick-or-treating together every year. He doesn’t know about the camping … or the Petoskey stones … or the turtles.”

      “He wasn’t present for that so how could he know about it?” Maddie hoped she sounded pragmatic rather than bitter. “If he thinks he can simply waltz in and suddenly become an important part of my life ... well … he has another think coming.”

      Nick studied Maddie’s striking profile, his heart inadvertently jolting. He could always read her and she was showing signs of weakening. That was her right, of course. His job was to be close when she needed him, and he had no intention of falling down on the job.

      “Mad, if you want to get to know him, you can,” Nick offered, lowering his voice. “I will not stand in the way. In fact … I understand it.”

      Maddie stared into his eyes, licking her lips as she struggled to make a decision. “I don’t know what to do, Nicky,” she admitted after a few quiet moments. “I would be lying if I said I wasn’t curious about what he had to say. I’m afraid, though.”

      Nick gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “What are you afraid of?”

      “I’m afraid of a lot of things,” Maddie replied. “What if he’s here because he wants to steal from me … or get me to give him money?”

      “You don’t have any money, Mad.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes. “He doesn’t know that. Maybe he thinks that Mom left me some big inheritance when she died.”

      “I guess that’s a possibility,” Nick conceded. “I’m not sure I believe that, though.”

      “Okay, what if he’s here because he wants to say something terrible about Mom?” Maddie pressed. “What if he wants to make me believe something about her that I know isn’t true.”

      Nick realized they were getting closer to the heart of the matter, but Maddie still wasn’t ready to admit what was really bothering her. He refused to push her on the issue. “Mad, no one knew your mother as well as you did. Also, George Hunter obviously doesn’t know this, but your mother is around and you can talk to her if you have any questions.”

      “Huh.” Maddie tilted her head to the side, disbelief washing over her. “You know, that hasn’t even occurred to me. I’ve been so caught up in me … and what I’m feeling … that I forgot the fact that my mother is still hanging around.”

      “Yeah? I’m a little bothered by the fact that she hasn’t shown her face yet,” Nick volunteered. “She isn’t always around, but she always knows when you’re in trouble. If this isn’t trouble, I don’t know what is.”

      “You have a point.” Maddie gnawed on the side of her thumbnail as she ran the scenario through her head. “Why do you think she isn’t around?”

      Nick shrugged. “I don’t know. You make sure to ask her when she shows up.” Nick silently added that he was going to ask her himself when he was sure he was alone and no one could overhear. Olivia Graves might not be able (or willing) to answer him, but she’d have to talk to Maddie eventually.

      Maddie nodded before shaking her head. “Can we focus on something else for the rest of the night? I just want to spend time with you and forget about the rest … at least for a little while.”

      Nick nodded without hesitation. “Absolutely.” He leaned over and pressed a kiss to her plump lips. “I love you, Mad.”

      “I love you, too.”

      The couple jolted when someone pounded on the window, causing Nick to turn aggressive when he thought someone might be attempting to rob them. Instead he found his brother, John Winters, standing with a sloppy grin on his face.

      Nick groaned as he shoved open the door and hopped out. “Do you have any manners at all?”

      “Not really.” John smirked as Christy moved to his side. They’d been casually dating for a few weeks now, although they weren’t seeing anyone else. Maddie was convinced the relationship was a lot more serious than either Christy or John was willing to let on. “What fun are manners?”

      “Whatever.” Nick extended his hand and drew Maddie to his side as he looked his brother up and down. “What are you doing here?”

      “The same thing you are,” John replied. “We’re getting dinner, although … I didn’t think you guys ate out all that much. Weren’t you boasting just the other day that Maddie was a sexual and domestic goddess?”

      Nick’s cheeks colored as he glared at his brother. “In private. I was boasting in private. That’s what brothers do.”

      “Oh, well, you should’ve been clearer when explaining that to me,” John deadpanned. “It went right over my head.”

      “I’m going to put a fist right in the middle of your head if you’re not careful,” Nick muttered, trudging toward the restaurant. “As for dinner, no one was in the mood to cook.”

      “I want comfort food,” Maddie admitted. “I don’t feel like cooking it myself, though.”

      “Hey, I never feel like cooking,” Christy intoned. “John is well aware that I will never be a domestic goddess.”

      “That’s okay.” John’s grin was cheeky. “You can put all of your efforts into being a sexual goddess. I’m fine with that.”

      Maddie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing as Christy’s cheeks flushed with color. Even Nick looked amused at Christy’s obvious discomfort. The foursome walked to the restaurant in quiet camaraderie, opting for the circular booth in the corner as they grabbed menus and got comfortable.

      John waited until Maddie and Nick were settled, both looking at menus, before opening his mouth again.

      “So, Maddie, I hear your good-for-nothing father is back in town. How is that going?”

      If looks could kill, John would’ve been rendered dead by Christy and Nick at the exact same moment. Instead of scowling, though, Maddie merely shrugged. “I don’t know how to feel about it.”

      “And we agreed to leave it alone for the rest of the night,” Nick growled, his annoyance obvious. “Why would you possibly ask something like that?”

      “And to phrase it like that?” Christy added, slapping his knee. “I know I tease you that I enjoy how uncouth you are but … come on. You need to think before you speak every so often. This would be a time when that ability would’ve come in handy.”

      John had the grace to look abashed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would be a big deal. I assumed you kicked him out of the house and had a good laugh at it.”

      “You assumed we had a good laugh at it?” Nick loved his brother, but there were times he was certain that John was short a sensitivity chip. He never thought before he spoke, which was a bad trait for a Michigan State Police trooper to possess. “Why would you assume that?”

      “Because … I mean … he abandoned her.” John cast a desperate look in Christy’s direction, clearly searching for a lifeline. “The fact that he would come back after all of this time and assume that Maddie would just forgive him is ludicrous.”

      Nick shook his head as he slid his arm around Maddie’s shoulders. “How about we get two comfort meals and share them?”

      “What did you have in mind?” Maddie asked, steadfastly avoiding John’s gaze. She was afraid that if she looked him directly in the eye that she would have an inappropriate reaction … and it wasn’t the one everyone expected.

      “I was thinking you could get the fish and chips and I could get the chicken dinner,” Nick replied, not missing a beat. “I’ll get mashed potatoes. You get fries. I’ll get the vegetable. You get coleslaw. We can mix and match.”

      Maddie smiled. “That sounds like a plan.”

      “Wait … you’re not going to forgive him, are you?” John refused to let the previous conversation dwindle and die, which irritated Nick to no end and embarrassed Christy. Finally, Maddie was the one who took pity on him.

      “I have no idea what I’m going to do, John,” she admitted. “I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t know. I honestly don’t know. It hurts my stomach to think about it.”

      John balked. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “You never mean to upset her and yet you always manage to do it,” Nick muttered.

      “I’m not upset,” Maddie clarified, resting her hand on Nick’s knee under the table. “I’m honestly at a loss for what I should do about this situation. It’s true that he abandoned me – and more importantly my mother – but if he leaves and I never hear an explanation for why he did it, I’m worried I’ll drive myself crazy with the wondering.”

      “Oh, well, that makes sense,” John hedged. “I didn’t think about that part of it. Still, you don’t need him, Maddie. You have our dad. He loves you as if you were his own daughter.”

      “Which makes the fact that I’m living with Nick a little weird, but I’m going to let that slide.” Maddie was going for levity so she forced a smile. “I understand you’re trying to make me feel better – and maybe even cover your butt because you know Nick is going to beat you senseless the next time you’re alone – but I don’t have the answers you’re looking for. I have no idea what I’m going to do about this situation.”

      John worked his jaw but no sound came out as he focused on Maddie. He’d known her since Nick returned from his first day of kindergarten with Maddie at his side. They’d been inseparable ever since. He knew his brother was in love with Maddie long before Nick wanted to admit it … and he also knew that Nick would never know peace as long as Maddie wasn’t a part of his life. Looking at her now, John was baffled. He couldn’t understand why Maddie would even entertain the notion of talking to the man who abandoned her. That didn’t mean he didn’t respect her choice.

      “Well, whatever you decide to do, I hope things work out for you,” John said, choosing his words carefully. “If you need me to beat your old man up at some point, though, I’m more than willing to do it.”

      Maddie couldn’t stop herself from snickering as Nick relaxed next to her. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Sadly, she had a lot on her mind. She simply had no idea where to start when it came to sorting it.
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      Maude felt out of place knocking on Sharon Winters’ door shortly before dark, but she didn’t know where else to turn. Sharon, who adored Maude almost as much as her own mother, beamed when she caught sight of the flamboyant woman on the front porch.

      “Maude! What are you doing here? I’m happy to see you. Don’t get me wrong, but you never come out this way.”

      Sharon and her husband Don moved to the country upon retirement. They still considered themselves part of the Blackstone Bay community – as Nick and John’s parents they visited often, after all – but often missed out on the gossip until it was weeks old. Maude realized right away that Sharon wasn’t clued in to recent events.

      “I guess that means you haven’t heard, huh?”

      Sharon stilled, a jolt of worry rushing through her. “Nick? Has something happened to Nick? Or Maddie? Is Maddie okay?”

      Maude realized her mistake right away and instantly began shaking her head. “Sorry. I didn’t think about how you might jump to that conclusion. They’re both fine. Er, well, they’re physically fine.”

      Sharon narrowed her eyes, suspicion growing. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Um … when was the last time you talked to Nick?”

      “We talk every Sunday,” Sharon replied, opening the door to allow Maude entrance. Maude stepped into the house, keeping her coat wrapped tightly around her as she followed Sharon toward the kitchen. “He didn’t act as if anything was off this past weekend. In fact, he was excited. Now that they're engaged I can practically see him smiling over the phone.”

      “Yeah, they’re really gross when you live with them,” Maude said. “It’s not even remotely cute.”

      Sharon rolled her eyes. She was used to Maude’s theatrics. She even enjoyed them from time to time. “Whatever is wrong must be serious for you to show up out here so close to dark. By the way, are you supposed to be driving after dark?”

      Maude scowled, her temper bubbling up. “You sound like Maddie. I’m a perfectly good driver. In fact, other people could take lessons from me I’m such a good driver.”

      “Duly noted.” Sharon grinned as she poured Maude a cup of tea. “I was just going to sit down with a book. You look like you have something on your mind, though.”

      “I do,” Maude confirmed, bobbing her head. “It’s going to take more than tea to settle my nerves, though. What’s your brandy situation like?”

      “We’re flush, but unless you plan on staying the night, you’re sticking to tea.”

      “Oh, whatever,” Maude muttered, shaking her head. “I forgot how much like Olivia you are.”

      Since they’d been best friends for the better part of two decades, Maude’s statement didn’t ruffle Sharon in the slightest. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You would.” Maude carried her tea to the table and sat, letting loose with a heavy sigh as she stretched her legs out beneath her. “George Hunter is back.”

      Sharon stilled, dumbfounded. “Excuse me?” She recognized the name. She’d only met the man once – and it was before she really bonded with Olivia – but she knew well and good who Maude was referring to.

      “He’s back,” Maude repeated. “He showed up out of the blue yesterday afternoon. He approached Maddie in the shop.”

      Sharon sucked in a breath. “Did she know who he was?”

      “No. At least not at first.”

      “What happened?”

      “He asked for a reading,” Maude replied, sipping her tea. “Maddie thought he was just some guy off the street – maybe a tourist – and she did as he asked. She saw Olivia in his memories, though, and she was so surprised she knocked over a chair in her haste to get away.”

      “He didn’t hurt her, did he?”

      “No. He didn’t have time. I ran into the room and when I saw him things got … um … kind of loud.”

      It wasn’t a funny situation, but Sharon couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “I’ll bet.”

      “Maddie was flustered and Penelope was with me,” Maude continued. “I kept threatening George with great bodily harm – I have a hammer, you know – and Maddie acted as if she was going to throw up. Then Nick showed up with Dale Kreskin and things actually got worse.”

      Sharon remained immovable except for a lifting eyebrow. “How so?”

      “Well, they wouldn’t let me kill George, for starters.”

      “How else?”

      “How do you think?” Maude exhaled heavily. “Nick would throw himself on a grenade to keep Maddie safe. There’s no way to do that in a situation like this. He kind of kept her close while she gathered herself and then everyone kicked George out of the house.”

      “Did he say anything? I mean … did he tell her?”

      “He didn’t get the chance to tell her,” Maude replied. “I made sure of that. The problem is that he has no intention of leaving. He was firm on that. He intends to approach Maddie again, and there’s no way I can keep her away from him forever if he’s really determined to have it out with her.”

      “I see.” Sharon ran her fingers over the outside of the ceramic mug. “This probably isn’t what you want to hear, but have you considered the fact that Maddie might be better off knowing the truth?”

      “No.”

      “I didn’t think so.” Sharon swallowed hard and then tried again. “Maude, I know how much you love her, but you’re not going to live forever. Once you’re gone, all Maddie is going to have left is Nick. Do you want her to be so isolated?”

      “I don’t want her isolated at all,” Maude fired back. “I want her life to be full of people. A lot of people.”

      “All people except for George?”

      “He abandoned my daughter when she was pregnant with his child,” Maude reminded her.

      “I’m well aware of that, and I don’t condone it,” Sharon stressed. “What you’re leaving out is the part where he came back and tried to make amends. He knew he made a mistake and while he could never make up for all of it, he might’ve been able to make up for some of it. Olivia wouldn’t allow that and I’m not going to pretend I agree with that decision.”

      “Olivia did what she had to do to protect Maddie,” Maude argued. “George Eugene Hunter proved that he couldn’t be trusted. What would’ve happened if Olivia let him back in Maddie’s life and he broke her heart? Maddie was already a sensitive child. Olivia knew the truth.”

      “And what’s the truth?”

      “That George isn’t trustworthy.”

      Sharon ran her hand over her cheek as she considered the situation. She understood Maude’s concern. She also realized that Maddie would be naturally curious and holding her back from knowing her own father could do more harm than good. “Have you considered stepping back and letting Maddie decide for herself?”

      “I’m supposed to protect her.” Maude was grim. “I promised Olivia that I would take care of her for as long as I could.”

      “Yes, but Maddie is an adult now,” Sharon pointed out. “She has a right to make her own decisions. She’s not some weak and fragile flower. She’s a woman who is coming into her own. I believe that this decision should be hers and hers alone.”

      Maude narrowed her eyes, frustrated. “So you’re not going to help me run him out of town?”

      Sharon shook her head, firm. “No. I won’t potentially hurt Maddie that way. I know you think you’re doing right by her … but you’re not. You should let her make her own decisions.”

      “That’s not what Olivia wanted!”

      “Olivia isn’t here any longer,” Sharon shot back. “Okay, I know her spirit still pops up from time to time. Maddie told me. She’s not an everyday force in Maddie’s life, though. This is Maddie’s decision. You need to let her make it.”

      “I can’t do that.” Maude pushed herself to a standing position, her arms shaky. “Can I least count on you not to tell her what you know?”

      “I guess.” Sharon wasn’t thrilled with the prospect but knew it was what Maude needed to hear. “I won’t tell her, but if George does, I won’t lie if she starts asking questions.”

      “I guess that will have to be good enough.” Maude trudged toward the door. “I’m trying to do best by my family. You have to know that.”

      “I do know that,” Sharon confirmed, trailing behind. “I simply think you’re picking the wrong way to do it.”

      

      MADDIE SHOVED dishes in the dishwasher the next morning, watching Nick with unveiled interest as he studied the incoming text on his phone.

      “What’s going on?”

      “What?” Nick jerked his head in Maddie’s direction, offering her a sheepish smile. “Did you say something, love?”

      “I’m going to assume that’s a text from your other girlfriend given the attention you’re showing it,” Maddie teased, wiping her hands on a towel as she sauntered to his side. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Dale,” Nick replied. “He wants me to go to that storage unit place out on the highway instead of heading straight to the office.”

      Maddie lifted her eyes, surprised. “How come?”

      “Because apparently Fran Livingston rents three of the units and he wants me to see what’s inside.”

      Maddie wrinkled her nose – resembling her father from the day before and tugging on Nick’s heartstrings as she scratched her cheek. “I don’t get it,” she said after a beat. “Fran owned a bed and breakfast. Sure, it’s not the biggest building in the world, but there had to be ample storage there.”

      “I would think so.”

      “So why did she need three storage units? I mean … I can see one possibly. It probably took a lot of decorations to deck out the bed and breakfast for the holidays. Three, though?”

      “Yeah, I’m not quite sure what to make of it.” Nick slid the phone in his pocket and gave Maddie a long look. “What are you doing today?”

      “If you’re worried about George Hunter showing up and trying to talk to me, you needn’t bother,” Maddie offered, smiling. “I was planning on hanging around Christy’s salon this morning – maybe getting my hair trimmed – and then going for a run this afternoon once the fog has let up.”

      Nick tilted his head to the side, considering. “How about I propose an alternate plan?”

      Maddie cocked an eyebrow, intrigued. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Not that.” Nick wagged a finger, enjoying the way Maddie’s cheeks filled with embarrassment. “You’re too cute for words sometimes. I swear. Anyway, I was thinking you might want to come and search the storage lockers with me.”

      “Really?” Maddie was surprised but shifted gears almost instantly. “May I ask how come?”

      “Because I’m thinking there’s bound to be a lot of stuff in three storage lockers and I might need some help.”

      “That’s a convincing point,” Maddie conceded. “Why else?”

      “Because I love your company.”

      “Good answer.” Maddie rolled to the balls of her feet and rubbed her nose against Nick’s, catching his weighted gaze. “Why else?”

      “Because I would feel better knowing where you are given the fact that George Hunter is still in town,” Nick answered without hesitation.

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “He was at the bed and breakfast when Fran was killed,” Nick reminded her.

      “Do you think he did it?”

      “I … don’t know,” Nick answered, searching his heart. “Probably not, but I need to know you’re safe. It will make me feel better. Also, I’m not joking when I say I could use the help. Think of it as an adventure.”

      Maddie made an annoyed face. “It’s probably going to be all weird curtains and holiday decorations.”

      “Then it won’t take us very long and we’ll be done in plenty of time for lunch,” Nick said. “A lunch I plan to buy for you, by the way.”

      “Oh, that was your best selling point yet.” Maddie blew out a sigh. “Okay, but if there’s anything weird in those lockers – like sex toys or something – I’m leaving you to do your job by yourself.”

      “Fair enough.”

      

      “HUH. IT’S definitely not sex toys.”

      Nick’s eyes were as wide as saucers when he took in the contents of the first locker they opened. It was packed to the brim with … stuff. Nick could think of no other word to describe it.

      “Will you look at this?” Nick was dumbfounded as he reached into the first box. “It’s freaking dolls.”

      “That’s way creepier than sex toys,” Maddie noted, peering in the box to her right. “This is all cookie jars.”

      “What kind of cookie jars?”

      Maddie shrugged. “They look expensive. I’m not sure. They’re weird doll-like creatures with really big eyes.”

      “What’s in that one?” Nick pointed to the box right in front of them as he glanced in the full box next to the one that housed the dolls. “Seriously? What is this thing?” He pulled out a mechanical item and held it up for Maddie’s perusal.

      “That is a rock polisher,” Maddie replied.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I looked into buying one for your Petoskey stone collection,” she admitted, refusing to meet his gaze. “I thought maybe I could shine them up and make a photo frame or something out of them.”

      “That’s kind of cute,” Nick said, and he meant it. “Why didn’t you mention this to me?”

      “Because I was going to do it for Christmas and make it a surprise, but when I looked into buying a rock polisher on the Home Shopping Network, I found they were all sold out … and more expensive than I envisioned.”

      Nick flicked his gaze to the contraption in his hands. “How come we can’t just use soap and water?”

      “Because what fun would that be?” Maddie’s face split with a wide grin as she peered into the box Nick indicated a few moments before. “Holy moly.”

      “What is it?” Nick followed her gaze. “I’m honestly almost afraid to find out what’s in there.”

      Maddie held up a pair of painted shoes and grinned. “They have bears on them. There are like … five other pairs in here. Oh! This one has turtles.” She jerked out the shoes in question and giggled hysterically.

      “I don’t understand this,” Nick said, rolling his neck. “What is all of this stuff?”

      “I think it’s pretty clear.”

      “You do?” Nick was hopeful. “What’s clear? What did I miss?”

      “I think Fran was a shopping addict,” Maddie replied, dropping the shoes back in the box. “I think she bought all of this stuff on the internet and then ran out of places in the bed and breakfast to keep it.”

      “I just … seriously?” Nick couldn’t wrap his head around it. “How much money do you think she spent on this stuff simply to stick it in a storage locker and never use it?”

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” Maddie’s spirits jumped considerably. “I can’t wait to see what’s in the other lockers.”

      “See. Now you’re glad I brought you.”

      “I definitely am.” Maddie planted a kiss on his cheek. “You’re still buying me lunch.”

      Nick sent a dubious gaze around the locker. “Mad, I’m going to buy you a year’s worth of lunches for helping me go through this stuff.”

      “Now we’re talking. Let’s dig in.”
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      Nick found a box of financial documents not long into his search and sat in an antique rocking chair to go through them. Maddie was in the adjacent locker and he heard her “oohing” and “aahing” over treasures as she sorted through boxes, causing him to smile at regular intervals.

      “What do you think?” Maddie asked, appearing in the open doorway and holding a pair of what had to be the biggest and tackiest earrings he’d ever seen to the side of her head. “Do these turn you on?”

      Nick smirked. “I’m most turned on when you wear absolutely nothing … and that includes earrings. Are those gold?”

      “They say they’re twenty-four karat, but they seem awfully cheap to me.” Maddie lowered the earrings and shifted her eyes to the paperwork. “What’s that?”

      “Insight into Fran that I’m not sure I needed,” Nick admitted. “They’re her shopping records from various websites … and television channels … and even physical catalogs. They go back about three years or so, but you wouldn’t believe the amount of money she spent.”

      “Oh, I think I would believe it,” Maddie countered, gesturing toward the boxes for emphasis. “How much?”

      “I’m up to seventy-five grand and I’m nowhere near done.”

      “Holy crap!” Maddie’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

      Nick nodded. “It makes me wonder if this is why she and Sterling broke up a few years ago. That would’ve been before you came back to town, but you probably remember him from when we were kids.”

      “I remember him.” Maddie made a face. “He was a pervert.”

      Nick stilled. “What do you mean? Did he touch you?”

      “He’s dead, right?”

      Nick nodded slowly. “He died about six months after the divorce was finalized. Fran told anyone who would listen that it was karma.”

      “Well, she might’ve been right about that,” Maddie conceded. “To be fair, he never touched me touched me, if that makes sense.”

      “Yeah, you’re going to need to tell me how he touched you,” Nick gritted out. “If I can find his body I might touch it in retribution.”

      Maddie snorted. “He never molested me or anything. Do you remember that summer before senior year, the one where I suddenly got breasts and everyone noticed?”

      “Yes, that was my favorite summer ever,” Nick answered, smiling at the memory. “You didn’t realize how hot you were and you draped yourself all over me every chance you got.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes in dramatic fashion. “I didn’t drape myself all over you.”

      “That’s not the way I remember it. You were always hugging me … and rubbing yourself against me … and telling me how hot I was.”

      “I’m pretty sure you dreamed that.”

      “No. I remember it very clearly.”

      “Okay. Well, back to what we were talking about … um … I’m going to go back to the other locker and keep looking through all of Fran’s loot.”

      Nick grabbed Maddie’s hand before she could wander away, shaking his head. “Uh-uh, love. Tell me what Sterling Livingston – the man who is lucky to already be dead – did to you.”

      Maddie blew out a heavy sigh. “It wasn’t anything bad or overt,” she cautioned. “He just … used to touch my shoulder a lot.”

      Nick relieved a bit of his grip. “Oh, well, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “He would look down my shirt when he was doing it.”

      “Yeah, he’s lucky he’s dead.” Nick slipped his hand to the back of Maddie’s head and gave her a quick kiss. “Keep exclaiming whenever you find something tacky so I know you’re okay.”

      “I will.” Maddie shuffled toward the door. “Hey, Nicky?”

      “Hmm.”

      “Until last summer, that was the best summer of my life, too.”

      Nick flicked his eyes to Maddie. “You know what? I preferred last summer, too. This summer will be even better. I promise.”

      “Because we’re getting married?”

      “Because every single day I spend with you is better than the last, and I’m not even sure how that’s possible.”

      Maddie was still smiling when she wandered back into the nearby storage locker. She tossed the ugly earrings back into the box where she found them and turned to the next potential treasure, not noticing the filmy figure floating at the edge of the room until it started speaking.

      “Oh, well, that was just rude!”

      Maddie jolted, stumbling over her own feet as she moved to get away from the unfamiliar voice. She tangled her feet in a towel on the ground and fell into a stack of boxes, knocking them sideways.

      “Not my Precious Moments!”

      Maddie hit the ground hard, the oxygen momentarily knocked out of her lungs. She stared at Fran Livingston’s ghostly spirit with a mixture of horror and curiosity as Nick bolted into the room.

      “Mad?”

      Maddie dragged her gaze from the unhappy spirit clucking over the spilled boxes and locked gazes with Nick. “We have a guest.”

      It took Nick a moment to realize whom she was referring to. “Fran? Does she know who killed her?”

      Maddie knit her eyebrows, gingerly pressing her palm to the floor so she could regain her footing. “She hasn’t said anything yet.”

      “Well … ask her.”

      Maddie ignored the order. “Do you want to help me up?”

      Nick grinned as he reached over and tugged Maddie to a standing position, taking a moment to smooth her hair and kiss her forehead. “Better?”

      “Not really.” Maddie flicked her attention to an irate Fran as she futilely attempted to pick up the spilled ceramic treasures. “Those are all in boxes, Fran. I’m sure they’re okay.”

      Fran made an incredulous face that forced Maddie to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “You’re sure they’re okay? Oh, well, if you’re sure. You’re an expert, right? You’re an expert at boxing Precious Moments figurines so you, of course, would know.”

      “I don’t really think they have experts at boxing Precious Moments figurines.”

      Nick watched the exchange with muted interest. He was used to Maddie talking to thin air, chatting away with a being only she could see. It didn’t bother him at all anymore. He knew that Fran was close by the way Maddie kept fixing her eyes on a spot near the upended boxes. He was content to let her run the show … at least for the time being.

      “Of course they don’t.” Fran’s response was so dry Maddie had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “I was being facetious. Do you know what that means?”

      “I think it means that you’re kind of a jerk.”

      Nick pressed his lips together as amusement coursed through him. He couldn’t see Fran’s end of the conversation, but Maddie’s response was enough to entertain him.

      “Yes, well, you’re the one going through my things,” Fran pointed out. “Now … off with you. This is my private stuff and you have no business being here.” She made small shooing motions with her hands so Maddie would know she meant business.

      “Technically these aren’t your things any longer,” Maddie argued, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she reminded herself that Fran was newly dead – and in a traumatic and bloody fashion – so she was probably confused and upset. “Fran, do you know what happened to you?”

      “You knocked over my Precious Moments figurines!”

      “Not that.” Maddie slid a conflicted look in Nick’s direction and held her hands palms up. “I’m talking about what happened to you at the bed and breakfast.”

      “The Bayside?” Fran screwed her face up in concentration. “What do you mean? Did something happen at the bed and breakfast?”

      Fran was pretty close to overwrought and Maddie wasn’t sure she could blame the woman for her inner turmoil. That didn’t mean she could allow her to meander either. “What’s the last thing you remember, Fran?”

      “You knocking over my Precious Moments collection and not even bothering to put them back in the box.”

      “Oh, geez.” Maddie sucked in a calming breath and flashed a tight smile for Nick’s benefit. “Nicky, I don’t suppose you would put the Precious Moments figurines back in the box, would you?”

      “Sure.” Nick agreed without argument. He knew Maddie would only ask if it were important. He had a feeling she was trying to walk Fran back to the moment of her death in the nicest way possible. Maddie had a good heart and that meant she couldn’t be mean … even when someone else was being mean to her. She simply didn’t have it in her most of the time.

      Nick sat on the ground and started collecting the spilled contents, carefully placing the smaller boxes inside the larger one so Fran would have nothing to complain about.

      “See,” Maddie prodded. “Nick is being very gentle. He has very gentle hands.”

      Fran snorted. “Yes, I saw those gentle hands at work at the fair this summer. You two were sitting on a blanket at the edge of the park and his gentle hands were up your shirt.”

      Maddie made a horrified face. “That is not true!”

      “What did she say?” Nick was intrigued despite Maddie’s obvious discomfort.

      “She said she saw you feeling me up at the festival this summer.”

      “Oh, that’s not true,” Nick said, shaking his head. “Maddie would never let something like that happen in public. She’s far too prudish.”

      “I am not a prude!”

      “I didn’t say it was a bad thing,” Nick said hurriedly. “I merely said that you’re a lady.”

      “That’s not even remotely what you said.”

      “Well, I’m saying it now and this is not going to lead to a fight.” Nick held firm. “Whatever Fran says, you know darned well I didn’t feel you up in public.”

      “I saw it,” Fran argued.

      “Then you need glasses,” Maddie shot back.

      “Your lips were all over each other!” Fran’s voice hopped an octave. “I saw it.”

      “Kissing is not the same thing as feeling someone up,” Maddie argued.

      “It is, too.”

      “It is not.”

      “It is, too.”

      “It is not.”

      “Okay, Mad, I think you’re getting off on a tangent here,” Nick noted. “Get her back on track, please.”

      “Fine.” Maddie crossed her arms over her chest, annoyed. “Fran, I need you to think back to the last thing you remember – and before you say something about those stupid Precious Moments statues, just know that I will smash them all if you mention me knocking over that box again. What do you remember?”

      “I … don’t know.” Fran’s expression reflected a mixture between murderous and confused. “I should be able to remember, right?”

      “Maybe not,” Maddie hedged, her sympathy roaring back. “A lot of ghosts find it difficult to remember the moments leading up to their death. Sometimes it’s so traumatic … .”

      “Death?” Fran cut off Maddie with a fervent headshake. “What are you talking about? Who died?”

      Maddie swallowed hard, realizing too late that Fran hadn’t put the biggest piece of the puzzle together yet. “Oh, well … um … .” Maddie edged closer to Nick and lowered her voice. “She doesn’t know that she’s dead.”

      Nick’s face was blank. “How is that possible?”

      “How am I supposed to know?”

      “You’re the expert on ghosts.”

      “She’s certainly not the expert on putting Precious Moments back in the box,” Fran snarked. “She’s clearly crazy, too.”

      “I am not crazy,” Maddie snapped, extending a finger. “I warned you what would happen if you brought up the Precious Moments statues again. Do you want me to break them?”

      Nick squinted one eye as he looked Maddie up and down. She rarely became aggressive – especially with a ghost – but Fran was clearly wearing on her last nerve. “Mad, we both know you’re not going to break the statues.”

      Maddie ignored him. “You don’t want to mess with me, Fran. I’m serious.”

      Fran stared at Maddie, her eyes filled with loathing. “What do you want me to say? I am not dead!”

      “Try to touch me,” Maddie instructed, her patience wearing thin. “That’s the only thing that will prove it to you.”

      “Hey, if you’re asking for volunteers, I’ll totally touch you,” Nick offered.

      “See! He’s a pervert,” Fran screeched.

      “He’s not a pervert.”

      “I could be a pervert,” Nick argued.

      Maddie shot him a dark look. “You’re not helping.”

      “I didn’t know that’s what I was supposed to be doing.” Nick’s grin was charming. “Mad, if she doesn’t realize she’s dead, what good is she going to be to us?”

      “That’s why I’m trying to get her to come to grips with the fact that she’s dead,” Maddie explained. “Fran, I’m not joking. Try to touch me.”

      For the first time since popping into the locker, Fran looked conflicted. She was certain she was alive, but Maddie was equally certain she wasn’t. There’d always been whispers about the Graves women – Olivia in particular – and if Maddie kept insisting that she was dead … well … perhaps there was a chance she really was dead.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Fran took a step away from Maddie, her already pale face turning even more ashen. “I … um … I am not dead.”

      “You are, Fran,” Maddie insisted. “It’s important you realize it. It’s even more important that you try to remember what happened to you because … it was bad.”

      “It was bad?” Fran’s hand flew to her mouth as she squeaked out the question. “Are you telling me that someone murdered me?”

      “Why else would we be here going through your stuff?”

      “I thought you were just nosy,” Fran admitted. “I thought maybe you were trying to steal stuff, too. You’re getting married, right? You’ll need decorations for the house once you’re married.”

      Maddie didn’t have the heart to tell Fran what she thought about the decorating idea. “Fran, what’s the deal with all of this stuff? Did you have a shopping addiction? You kind of remind me of a hoarder.”

      “I am not a hoarder!” Fran managed to reclaim the righteous indignation she’d lost only moments before. “Hoarders are filthy … and they have a bunch of cats … and they keep garbage.”

      Maddie’s gaze drifted back to the gaudy earrings. “Well, they’re not exactly cats but … .”

      “Those are haute couture!”

      “Sure.” Maddie licked her lips. “It’s important that you remember what happened to you Fran. We can’t help you if you don’t remember. Once you do … um … I can help you move on.”

      “Where?”

      “To the other side.”

      “Will all my stuff be there?”

      That was a really good question and Maddie had no idea how to answer. “I’m sure it will be,” she lied.

      “Oh, well, I’ll consider it.” Fran squared her shoulders. “Until then … get out of my locker and leave my stuff alone. Do you understand? This is my stuff.”

      Maddie merely nodded as Fran faded away. When it was just the two of them, she turned her full attention to Nick. “You really are a pervert. I never realized it until today.”

      “You realized it.” Nick winked as he grinned. “What do you think is going to happen with Fran?”

      “I have no idea, but she’s more messed up than I think anyone ever realized,” Maddie answered. “I think she managed to hide it before but … there’s no way all of this is from the death.”

      “Well, you can only do what you can do. I … .”

      The sound of shuffling feet on the cement near the doorway drew their attention, and when Maddie and Nick turned in that direction they found an unexpected guest standing in the doorway.

      “What are you doing here?” Maddie asked her father, flustered. “Are you following me?”

      “If you aren’t,” Nick added. “You have some explaining to do. So … what’s better? Are you a stalker or are you visiting a dead woman’s storage locker?”
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      George felt as if he was caught in a surreal nightmare and he would wake up any second and wonder what he ate that caused his dreams to be so funky. He realized Nick was speaking to him, as if over a great chasm, and focused on the boy even though he was far more interested in the stunned-looking girl.

      “What did you say?”

      Nick remained calm, comfortable with the fact that Maddie was close to him and the room was too small for George to try anything violent. He doubted the man had anything to do with Fran’s death – motive wasn’t there as far as he could tell – but George’s sudden appearance at Fran’s storage locker was enough to make him wary.

      “I asked what you were doing here,” Nick repeated. “Are you following Maddie?”

      George realized what Nick was insinuating and mustered a dark expression. “Not last time I checked.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      “I … well … I saw your vehicle in the parking lot,” George admitted. “I guess I didn’t realize it was your truck and not Maddie’s and I took a chance that I might be able to talk to her.”

      “I see.” Nick spared a glance for Maddie, who looked to be contemplating something big so he left her to her busy mind and remained focused on her father. “That’s kind of like stalking. You realize that, right?”

      “I was driving by the storage facility and saw the truck,” George clarified. “I wasn’t following her. I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Okay, but what would you have done if she was in here alone?” Nick challenged, refusing to give George enough breathing room to think up a lie. He wanted the man to tell the truth – whether it was ultimately something Maddie wanted to hear or not – and he was determined to get a few answers this time. “Would you have tried to box her in one of these rooms and go at her until you got what you wanted?”

      George’s mouth dropped open as stunned disbelief washed over him. “I’m not sure I know what you’re suggesting – although I have a terrible idea – and if I’m right, you’re a very sick man and I don’t think Maddie is safe around you.”

      Nick ran what he said through his head and realized there was a very sick double meaning mixed in there. “That is not what I meant. I didn’t think you would … touch her … or anything.”

      “Oh, gross.” Maddie regained a bit of her verbal footing and squared her shoulders. “You realize I’m standing next to you, right? This isn’t helping that pervert comment from before, Nicky.”

      Nick shrugged, his smile sheepish. “I’ll keep that in mind, love.” He swallowed as he stood, internally debating his next move. “Did you know what we were doing here?”

      “I had no idea,” George replied. “I thought Maddie might’ve had stuff stored here. Like I said, I didn’t realize the truck belonged to you. I saw it parked in the driveway and assumed you had a department vehicle.”

      “I do, but I have my own vehicle, too.” Nick rolled his neck. “Just for the record, this is Fran Livingston’s storage locker. That would be the woman who owns the bed and breakfast where you’re staying, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Ah.” George’s eyes widened. “So you weren’t joking when you said it was creepy for me to show up here. I get it now.”

      “Yes, well, I rarely joke when it comes to murder.” Nick slipped his hand to Maddie’s hip. “Mad, do you have anything you want to say to him?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Nick bobbed his head. “Okay. I’ll keep up the conversation for a bit longer until you make up your mind.”

      George had decided upon first glance that he didn’t like Nick Winters. That opinion was only compounded by the fact that Nick kicked him out of Maddie’s house without letting him speak to his daughter after a virtual lifetime of regret. Now that he saw them interacting in a more relaxed setting, though – one Maude wasn’t exacerbating with her attitude – he couldn’t help but like the boy a bit. He seemed to know exactly what Maddie needed, and when.

      “I’ll help,” George offered, attempting a wan smile for Maddie’s benefit. She didn’t return it. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Fran was murdered and we’re trying to find a motive,” Nick replied easily. “We discovered she had three storage lockers and came to check them out because … why not? We kind of lost ourselves due to the fact that Fran really liked stuff. That’s when you found us.”

      “Yeah, this is a lot of stuff.” George exhaled heavily. “You say there’s more?”

      “There is.”

      “Do you want me to help you look through it?” George had no idea why he offered his services. It seemed like a long shot Nick would agree, after all. He desperately wanted to do something normal with Maddie, though, anything that might cause her to loosen up a bit. Right now she looked as if she was contemplating smacking him before fleeing, and that was the last thing George wanted.

      “There’s a lot of stuff, but that’s probably not a good idea,” Nick explained. “You’re still technically a suspect.”

      “Ah, good to know.” George pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead as he shifted from one foot to the other. “So … um … how long have you guys been together?”

      Nick cast a look to Maddie first to see if she wanted to answer but did it himself when she remained quiet. “Since the summer.”

      George’s eyebrow winged up. “And you’re already engaged? Detective Kreskin … um … he seemed to infer that you’d been together for a long time. I simply thought you got engaged once Olivia died.”

      “We’ve only been engaged since Christmas,” Nick replied. “We’ve been together since the summer. I’ve been in love with her since I was a teenager – although we had a spot of time apart – and she’s been my soul mate since the first day of kindergarten.”

      The simple and earnest way he delivered the line was enough to jolt Maddie back to the present.

      “That was very sweet, Nicky.” Maddie’s smile was genuine. “You still have to buy me lunch. I’ll cook you dinner, though.”

      “Sold.” Nick winked at her before focusing on George. “Tell us about you. Where have you been for the last twenty-eight years or so?”

      George chuckled, the sound rough and ragged. “You go straight for the heart of the matter, huh?”

      Nick shrugged. “I went without my heart for ten years. Now I protect it with everything I have. Maddie is my heart and you’re here because of her, not me. I’m trying to make sure she gets what she needs out of this conversation, because she certainly didn’t get it last time.”

      “I’m willing to take part of the responsibility for that,” George offered. “That wasn’t the way I should’ve approached Maddie. That wasn’t the way I wanted to do it. In fact, I originally tried to do it around Christmas. I couldn’t get up the courage to do the right thing, though, and I ran away again instead. That always seems to be my problem.”

      Maddie blinked rapidly as she absorbed the new information. “I’m sorry … did you say you were here around Christmas?”

      George nodded, not recognizing the danger. “I saw the two of you in front of the house. You were building a snowman.”

      “That’s when I proposed.” Nick grabbed Maddie’s hand, offering a bit of support. “You watched me propose? That means you knew when we got engaged. Why did you ask?”

      George realized his mistake too late to take it back. “I … um … I did see it.”

      “Why did you lie?”

      “Because I chickened out … for at least the fiftieth time in twenty-eight years,” George gritted out, his eyes momentarily blurring. “You may not understand this – in fact I don’t expect you to understand it because I’m not sure I understand it – but there were so many times over your childhood that I wanted to see you, Maddie. I just couldn’t find the strength.”

      Nick licked his lips, worry charging through his body. “Mad … .”

      “No, I’m fine.” Maddie gave Nick’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll take it from here.”

      Nick had no idea what she meant by that, but he was unbelievably afraid she was about to melt down. “I’ll be right here, love.”

      “You always are. You always have been.”

      “I always will be.” Nick briefly pressed his eyes shut and blew out a sigh. He didn’t let go of her hand, feeling the need to keep her close.

      “So let me get this straight,” Maddie said, squaring her shoulders. “You walked out on my mother when she was pregnant, never saw me a single time after that, showed up on Christmas Day, spied on Nick and me during a private moment and now you’re following me to a storage locker? Do I just about have that right?”

      “I guess when you put it like that it means I’m not going to win any father of the year awards,” George quipped, the joke sounding lame to his own ears as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry. Nothing I say is going to give you back what I kept from you. I’m not asking for that. I’m merely asking for the opportunity to explain.”

      “Go ahead.” Maddie’s eyes were lit with blue fire. “Tell me why you abandoned my mother and didn’t care about me at all.”

      “That’s not exactly what happened,” George hedged.

      “Tell me!”

      Nick opened his mouth to say something calming and then snapped it shut. This was Maddie’s show, after all. He was merely here to serve as backup.

      “Perhaps we can sit down over a meal,” George suggested.

      “Do you think mashed potatoes and gravy are going to make total parental abandonment go down easier?”

      “I … no. It’s just you’re so very angry, Maddie. I don’t want to see you angry. I always imagined you being happy and smiling. I always pictured you waking up early on Christmas morning and sneaking downstairs to get a gander at your presents before anyone else in the house woke. I always pictured you being on the cheerleading team … or the debate team … or the National Honor Society. In all of those daydreams, you were smiling.”

      “Oh, well, that’s sweet.” Maddie said the words, but her tone didn’t match the emotion George was looking for. “None of those things happened. I didn’t sneak downstairs every Christmas morning because we didn’t have a lot of money and I only got a few gifts. Mom did her best, though, and I had more than I needed. I wasn’t a cheerleader. I wasn’t in the National Honor Society. I definitely wasn’t on the debate team.

      “I was a shy and awkward girl,” she continued. “I had one friend … and you’re looking at him.”

      Nick’s eyes glazed over as the emotion spilled from her mouth.

      “I didn’t mean it as an insult,” George said. “I just wanted you to know that I thought about you all the time.”

      “Thought and did absolutely nothing.” Maddie’s voice cracked, but she managed to maintain her cool façade. “This was a mistake. We have nothing to talk about.”

      “Maddie … wait.” George moved to stop her, but Maddie easily sidestepped him.

      “Nicky, I’ll meet you by the truck,” Maddie said. “I think I’m ready for that lunch you promised me.”

      “Just let me lock up here, Mad.” Nick was resigned. She was clearly done listening for the day. “I’ll meet you out there in five minutes.”

      Maddie curtly nodded, avoiding her father’s steady stare as she walked out of the storage locker without a backward glance. Once it was just the two of them, George turned his flat eyes – the shape exactly like Maddie’s – to Nick.

      “I’m doing everything wrong,” George lamented. “Whenever I pictured approaching her, I knew it would be a hard fight, but each time she gave me a shot to explain. It’s not going how I hoped.”

      “I think the problem is that you imagined things from your perspective and not Maddie’s. She’s the one who spent her entire life wondering about a shadow. She didn’t even know what you looked like before this. She had no idea because Olivia never told her.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Olivia had no love for me.”

      “You’re going to want to be careful about the way you refer to Olivia,” Nick warned. “That woman raised Maddie on her own, did without every time it was necessary, and made sure Maddie made it to college. She was a gentle soul who doted on Maddie and me. Neither one of us is going to take disparaging remarks about Olivia well.”

      “I understand. She also died young so Maddie has turned her into a martyr,” George noted. “I get it.”

      “You clearly don’t.”

      “No, I do.” George made an exasperated sound as he scratched his cheek. “I don’t expect her to open a place in her heart for me. That’s not why I’m here.”

      “What do you expect?”

      “A little time. I know you don’t understand it, but I always loved her. I simply loved her from afar. I thought I was giving her the best shot I could. Things … fell apart … at a certain point. I handled that situation badly. I’m not strictly the bad guy in this.”

      “I don’t care what you are,” Nick countered. “I care that Maddie cares. She rarely mentioned you when we were kids, but she loved my father and he went out of his way to show her attention. He doted on her when it should’ve been you.”

      “I guess I should be grateful for that but instead it makes me jealous,” George admitted. “If you think I believe I’m the hero in this story, I don’t. I won’t pretend that I believe Olivia is the hero in this story either, though.”

      “Every story has a hero. Who do you think the hero is? Just a hint, the answer better be Maddie.”

      Despite the tense situation, George found himself snickering. “Actually – and it pains me to say this – I’m starting to think you’re the hero in this story.”

      Nick didn’t bother hiding his surprise. “Why would you say something like that?”

      “Because you know exactly what she wants,” George replied. “You know exactly what she needs. You go out of your way to make sure she’s safe … and happy … and fed … and loved. I’ve seen the way she looks at you, and it’s the way a woman looks at a hero.”

      “If you’re trying to suck up, good job.” Nick managed a weak smile as he moved toward the door. “I’ll try to talk to her. I can’t guarantee anything.”

      “Thank you.” George was unbelievably relieved. “Thank you so much.”

      “I’m not doing it for you,” Nick clarified. “I’m doing it because she needs it, even if she doesn’t want to admit it. I will always do the very best I can to make her happy and whole.”

      “And that’s why you’re the hero,” George murmured.

      “No, that’s what love is. I can’t promise anything, but I will talk to her. Until then … don’t push her. You’re going to make things worse if you push her. She doesn’t like feeling boxed in.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You do that.”
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      “I’ve decided to cook something fancy.”

      Maddie made the announcement as she walked through the front door of the house later that afternoon, passing through the magic shop and heading toward the kitchen. Nick watched her scurry in that direction, conflicted.

      “You don’t have to cook anything fancy, Mad,” Nick offered. “Burgers will be fine. They don’t take long either.”

      The light went out of her after running into George Hunter. Nick and Maddie went to lunch and she did her best to be happy and flirty. She failed miserably, which caused Nick’s stomach to clench and roll. By the time they got back to the storage lockers to continue their search, Maddie had fallen mostly silent and went about her work with joyless focus rather than exuberant tedium like before.

      “I don’t want to make burgers,” Maddie argued. “I’m going to make blackened chicken with roasted Brussels sprouts and quinoa. How does that sound?”

      Nick was fairly certain he didn’t know what quinoa was and Brussels sprouts were far from a favorite. Anything that perked up Maddie was something he was willing to taste, though. “It sounds great.”

      “Good.”

      Nick pursed his lips as she tightened an apron around her waist. “Do you want some help?”

      Maddie mustered a sunny smile that didn’t make it all the way to her eyes. “I’m good. Thanks. Do whatever work you need to do.”

      “Kreskin is stopping by so we can compare notes,” Nick said, hoping he came off as relaxed rather than tense. “I promise he won’t be here long.”

      “It’s fine. The more the merrier.”

      “Yes, well … .” Nick stifled a sigh and pressed a kiss to Maddie’s cheek before clasping the financial files against his chest. “I’ll be in the store going through these. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”

      “That’s sweet … but I won’t need anything.”

      Nick kept his fake smile in place until he was out of Maddie’s sightline, rubbing his forehead as he sank into one of the chairs by the front window. She was a mess. There was no other way to describe her state of mind. She was full of faux happiness and cheer one moment and depressed and angry the next. Nick recognized the fact that the anger was real and the feigned happiness was for his benefit, but he had no idea what to do about the situation.

      Kreskin picked that moment to approach the house, dragging Nick from his dark thoughts. Nick gestured through the window and Kreskin nodded, letting himself in through the front door without knocking.

      “You look tired.”

      Nick offered up a wide-eyed expression that made Kreskin chuckle. “Really? I never would’ve guessed. I searched three storage lockers full of the most ridiculous crap you’ve ever seen in your life. Now I have a pile of financial documents to wade through. Why would I possibly be tired?”

      Kreskin shrugged. “I have no idea. Did something else happen?”

      Nick quickly averted his gaze. “Why would something else happen?”

      “Oh, you’re a terrible liar.” Kreskin patted Nick’s forearm as he sat across from him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not particularly.” Nick flicked his eyes to the open doorway that separated the store from the rest of the house. “Maddie is cooking dinner.”

      The news was hardly earth shattering. “That sounds nice.”

      “She’s making something called quinoa. That’s not health food or anything, is it?”

      Kreskin snorted, genuinely amused. “It’s a grain-like thing. It’s tiny little balls of stuff. It’s fine. You mix it with vegetables. The wife makes me eat it when she decides we’re going on a diet.”

      Nick arched an eyebrow. “Your wife decides when the both of you are going on a diet?”

      “The wife decides everything if you want a happy marriage.”

      Nick ran his hand over the back of his dark hair, absorbing Kreskin’s words as he extrapolated on his own relationship. “I was kind of hoping Maddie and I would share decisions.”

      “That’s a nice theory,” Kreskin noted. “The good news is that you and Maddie work out like fiends. She’ll probably never put you on a diet.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself.” Kreskin waved his hand. “All that means is that she’ll nag you about other stuff.”

      “Maddie isn’t much of a nagger.”

      “None of them are naggers until you’re at least a year deep in the marriage,” Kreskin argued. “She’s going to be all sweetness and light until one day … bam! … she’s going to flip the switch and you’re going to find yourself eating cold cereal instead of hot pancakes for breakfast.”

      Given the heavy nature of their lives right now, Nick couldn’t exactly work himself up over the fact that he would have to eat Fruity Pebbles for the rest of his life. Heck, if left to his own devices, he would be eating Fruity Pebbles now. He wasn’t sold on the idea of quinoa … whatever it was. “I don’t care about any of that.” Nick made sure Maddie hadn’t appeared in the open doorframe to eavesdrop before continuing. “George Hunter found us at the storage place this morning.”

      Kreskin stilled, his eyes flashing with interest. “Really? Was he there to go through Fran’s stuff?”

      “I wondered that myself, but it was obvious he was there for Maddie,” Nick replied. “He saw my truck and stopped. He thought it belonged to Maddie.”

      “Oh.” Kreskin’s enthusiasm waned. “How did that go?”

      “I’m almost afraid to tell you.”

      “That good, huh?”

      Nick held his hands palms up and shrugged, helpless. “He desperately wants to talk to Maddie, but she’s so overwrought that she can’t force herself to be pleasant to him for more than five minutes at a time … and that’s pushing it.”

      “So maybe she doesn’t need to know him,” Kreskin suggested. “She’s made it this far without a father in her life.”

      “I’m not saying that she needs a father,” Nick clarified. “I’m saying she needs to talk to him. She needs to hear why he did it.” Nick took a moment to think, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck as he gnawed on the inside of his cheek. “Maddie has always been shy. Like … painfully shy.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      “She thinks it’s poor self-esteem, and even though I want to argue with her about it I don’t think she’s wrong,” Nick said. “I think a lot of it stems from him. The rest comes from the fact that Olivia insisted Maddie hide who she was.”

      Kreskin shifted in his chair, uncomfortable with the conversational turn. “Maddie is still shy, but she’s grown in leaps and bounds since coming back to Blackstone Bay. She’s more comfortable in her own skin, relaxed. You are the one who has given her that because you love her without reservation.”

      “I’ve always loved her without reservation. I simply got up the gumption to tell her.”

      “Either way, Maddie is growing as a person. Do you think spending time with George Hunter will help or hurt her?”

      “Spending time with? I have no idea.” Nick made a face as he leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know if she should spend time with him. That’s not my decision. I do think she at least needs to hear him out so she’ll know why he did what he did.”

      “Have you told her that?”

      “Oh, no.” This time the smile Nick mustered was grim. “She’s in happy homemaker mode and I’m smart enough to know that means I need to stay out of her way.”

      “Oh, well, you are learning.” Kreskin beamed before sobering. “Nick, you and Maddie are going to be okay. Don’t doubt that. This thing with her father … well … you can’t control it. All you can do is be there for her when she needs you.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Good, now tell me what you got during your search this afternoon.”

      

      MADDIE EYED the small package of quinoa with severe dislike. She’d never so much as tasted the grain before, but she saw it on a cooking show and everyone was raving about it so she thought she’d give it a try. She hadn’t cooked for Nick in days. Cooking wasn’t necessary, of course, but she generally enjoyed it. That wasn’t the case of late.

      Maddie read the directions on the back of the quinoa package for the third time, hoping finally to absorb what she was supposed to do, and jerked her head when her mother’s spirit popped into existence at her left.

      “Hello, Sunshine.”

      “Criminy!” Maddie gripped the quinoa and rested a hand on top of the counter. “Do you ever knock? I’m starting to think we need to come up with a system where you knock.”

      “I thought that’s why I never visit the second floor any longer,” Olivia teased, her eyes twinkling. “You’re embarrassed I might see you and Nick … kissing.”

      “Yes, that’s what’s plaguing my nightmares,” Maddie deadpanned.

      Olivia quickly sobered when she read Maddie’s body language. It was obvious something had gone terribly wrong. “What happened?”

      “How do you know something happened?” Maddie asked evasively.

      “Because you’ve been all smiles since getting engaged to Nick until … .” Olivia broke off, shifting her eyes toward the front of the house. “Did something happen to Nick?”

      “Nick is fine.”

      Olivia was understandably relieved. “That’s good. So … what’s wrong?”

      Maddie ignored the question. “I’m kind of curious why you asked if something happened to Nick, and not if Nick broke up with me and moved out.”

      Olivia snorted, catching Maddie off guard. “Nick would never break up with you.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because he’s loved you for the better part of his life and that’s simply not in him. He wants to make you happy above all else. He wants to keep himself happy, too. That means he won’t let go of you.”

      “That’s an interesting way of looking at things.” Maddie ripped open the quinoa and dumped it in the pot on the stove. “Did you feel the same way when you married Dad? Did you think he would stay with you forever?”

      “That’s an odd question,” Olivia clucked, her eyes narrowing. Maddie never brought up her father. That fact that she chose to now was worrisome. “What’s wrong, Maddie?”

      “Why would anything possibly be wrong?” Maddie dumped some olive oil in the cast iron skillet resting on a burner on the other side of the stovetop before dropping several chicken breasts in to blacken. “I mean … you don’t know of anything that could be wrong, do you?”

      Olivia sensed trouble. Maddie was rarely dramatic – at least not like this – and she knew things were about to get ugly. “I can’t make things better unless you tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Okay. That seems fair.” Maddie adopted a faux reasonable tone that was anything but conciliatory. “A man stopped in my store the other day. I didn’t recognize him. I didn’t know him. He wanted a reading, though.”

      “Oh.” Olivia let loose with a shaky sigh. “Is that all? Did you see him doing something bad? Tell Nick and let him deal with it. I think that’s your best option.”

      “I didn’t see his future,” Maddie replied, rubbing her forehead to ward off the headache that threatened to overwhelm her. “I saw his past. You were in it.”

      “Me?” Olivia widened her eyes. “How would … ?” Then everything shifted into place. “George. He came to see you, didn’t he?”

      “He did.”

      “Son of a … .” Olivia didn’t consider herself a violent person – er, ghost – but if she could return to life for five minutes she would cheerfully murder her ex-husband. It had to be him. She saw him watching Nick propose to Maddie on Christmas Day. He walked away then – as he should’ve done – but he must’ve come back. “What is he doing here?”

      “That’s what you want to know?” Maddie was beside herself. “You didn’t know he was here? You didn’t know he was close?”

      Olivia balked. “How would I?”

      “He was here around Christmas,” Maddie replied, keeping her voice even and calm even as her heart rate ratcheted up a notch. “He said he saw Nick propose to me – although he originally tried to hide the fact that he was watching us like a skeevy stalker.”

      “He’s definitely skeevy.”

      Maddie ignored her mother’s tone. “You knew he was here that day, didn’t you?”

      “I … why would you even ask that?”

      “That wasn’t a denial.”

      It wasn’t. Olivia knew that. She did her best to refrain from lying to Maddie in life. She thought she should do the same in death … even though it would hurt in this particular instance. “I saw him in the trees.”

      Olivia’s voice was so low Maddie had to strain to hear it. “You saw him in the trees?”

      “I did.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “Because he turned and ran – like he always does – and there was no reason to upset you,” Olivia replied. “For crying out loud, Maddie, you just got engaged to Nick. That’s the one thing you’ve always wanted … and dreamt about … and prayed for. Did you really think I would ruin that for you?”

      “I guess not but … you could’ve told me later,” Maddie pressed. “You could’ve waited a few weeks and told me then.”

      “Why?” Olivia was brittle. “Why would I possibly tell you that? The man wasn’t in your life. I had every reason to believe he wouldn’t return. Why would I possibly upset you in that manner?”

      “He’s my … he … I have half of his genes.”

      “And you’re a wonderful person despite that.” Olivia was going for levity, but it was obvious that Maddie was in no mood for jokes. “Oh, Sunshine, I didn’t know what to say and I was hopeful he would crawl back into his hole and leave you alone. Obviously he can’t be trusted to even do that one thing right.”

      “He says he wants to talk to me, to explain.”

      “Do you want him to explain?” Olivia asked the question in a breezy manner, but Maddie didn’t miss the momentary flash of anger that flitted across her mother’s face.

      “I don’t know.” Maddie opted for honesty. “Part of me wants to talk to him, but the two times I’ve been around him have ended with angry confrontations. Granny threatened to kill him with a hammer and bury the body in the backyard the first time … .”

      “Mom.” Olivia’s ethereal hand flew to her mouth as she glanced toward the door that led to Maude’s apartment. “Is she okay? She didn’t get too riled up, did she? I know she’s basically healthy, but it can’t be good for her to have high blood pressure like that.”

      “She’s fine.” Maddie rested her hands on the counter, ignoring the smoking chicken a few feet away. “She was very angry, but she’s looking forward to torturing him. I think it’s good that she’s broadening her horizons. Harriet will be able to breathe easy for a whole week at this rate.”

      Olivia ignored the joke. “You need to avoid George, Maddie. Make Nick run him out of town. Don’t talk to him. Don’t … open your heart to him.”

      Maddie arched an eyebrow, surprised. “You want me to kick him out of my life without even talking to him? That doesn’t sound like you. You always said that giving a person the chance to plead their case was the very least I could do.”

      “Yes, well, there are exceptions to every rule, Maddie,” Olivia snapped. “This is one of them. George Hunter is dangerous. He’s not someone you want to get to know.”

      Maddie loved her mother beyond reason and yet she recognized the catch in Olivia’s voice. She knew her mother was lying – or at least hiding something. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’ve told you everything that’s important.”

      “Yes, but … .”

      “Are you questioning me?” Olivia practically exploded at the same moment the smoke alarm began blaring. Maddie jolted, jerking her head in the direction of the stove. The chicken was blackened and charred, smoke rolling off of it.

      “What’s going on?” Nick bolted into the room, glanced around for a second and then strode toward the stove with a purpose. “What were you thinking, Mad?”

      “I … forgot I was cooking.” Maddie wildly scanned the kitchen. “Mom … she was here. I … I’m so sorry.”

      Nick’s expression softened as he dumped the cast iron skillet in the sink and started the water. He hit the button for the exhaust fan over the stove and stared into the pot with the quinoa. “I don’t think this is enough for us to share.”

      “I’ll defrost more chicken,” Maddie murmured, walking toward the refrigerator.

      Nick watched her, distressed. “Leave the chicken, Mad.” He strolled up behind her and rested his hand on her hip. “We’ll go out for dinner.”

      “We ate out last night … and this afternoon … and we ordered pizza the day before. You haven’t eaten anything remotely healthy in days.”

      Nick chuckled, Kreskin’s “diet” talk pushing to the forefront of his brain. “Health food is overrated. We’ll go to the diner and get dinner. We’ll take Dale with us since I still have a lot to discuss with him.”

      “Okay, but … .” Maddie broke off, biting her lip. “I think my mother is hiding something from me, Nicky. She knew George Hunter was here around Christmas and didn’t say anything.”

      Nick had no idea how to respond to that. “Well … give her some time. I’m sure she’ll tell us everything going through that ghostly head of hers when the time is right.”

      Maddie wasn’t convinced. “Nicky … .”

      “It’s okay, Mad.” Nick leaned closer and kissed Maddie’s cheek. “Everything will work out how it’s supposed to. You told me that and I believe it.”

      “I know but … what if it doesn’t?”

      The question was so plaintive it tugged on Nick’s heartstrings. He had no idea how to answer. “I say we get pie tonight. I’m in the mood for pie. How does that sound?”

      “Like you’re deflecting.”

      Nicky ignored her tone. “Grab your coat. I think we’re both starving and need some nourishment.”
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      “Well, isn’t this nice?”

      Kreskin had no idea what happened in the kitchen – only that Maddie set off the smoke detector and Nick was hungry – so it didn’t take much to convince Kreskin to head to the diner with them. His wife had her book club anyway so it was either diner food with Maddie and Nick or a frozen Lean Cuisine.

      “It’s lovely.” Nick winked at Kreskin as he slid an arm around Maddie’s stiff shoulders. “Stop thinking about the chicken. It was an accident. It’s hardly the end of the world.”

      “Yeah, but … I never burn things.” Maddie’s mind was muddled. “I’m a good cook. That’s one of the few things I can say without reservation. I’m a good cook.”

      Nick cast her a sidelong look. “You can say quite a few things without reservation,” he argued. “For example, you’re so pretty that you make men everywhere stop in their tracks just so they can get a look at you.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes as Kreskin chuckled.

      “He’s right, Maddie,” Kreskin teased. “I’ve seen men practically trip over their own feet when they catch sight of you. Granted, it’s usually Nick here doing it multiple times a day, but he’s telling the truth.”

      Now it was Maddie’s turn to smile as Nick scowled. “Is that true?” she asked. “Do you fall over your own feet when you see me?”

      “Very rarely now,” Nick replied. “I’ve learned to control my limbs in the face of the world’s prettiest woman.”

      “Oh, you’re laying it on a bit thick.”

      “That’s how I roll.” Nick pressed a kiss to her temple. “I wasn’t done listing your attributes, by the way. Cooking is on the list, but it’s nowhere near the top.”

      “What’s near the top, besides how pretty I am, I mean?” Maddie asked, legitimately curious.

      “Well, you’re loyal and smart.” Nick poked her side to cajole a smile. “You’re sexy as hell.”

      “You two aren’t alone for dinner tonight,” Kreskin noted, staring at his menu. “Try to refrain from being all … gooey … with one another.”

      Nick ignored the admonishment. “You’re also witty … and kind … and always ready to lend a helping hand.”

      “That was a pretty good list,” Maddie acknowledged, giving in to his charming smile. “I’m still upset about the chicken. I don’t burn things. Perhaps that’s my one vanity … my cooking. Huh.”

      Nick didn’t bother to hide his smile. “We all need one. I kind of wish yours involved nudity, but I benefit from the cooking, too.”

      “I’m still sitting right here,” Kreskin pointed out.

      “You are indeed.” Maddie closed her menu and leaned forward. “I missed all of the gossip between you two while I was in the kitchen fighting with the chicken. What did you find out on your travels today?”

      “Oh, well … .” Kreskin wasn’t used to sharing case information with Maddie. It happened from time to time – her ability made it hard to shut her out and it was often more expedient to include her from the beginning – but he wasn’t sure he should be talking out of turn when it came to Fran’s personal business.

      “If you don’t tell her, she won’t tell you what she learned while talking with Fran’s ghost this afternoon,” Nick warned, taking Kreskin by surprise.

      “Fran’s still around?” Kreskin realized how loudly he uttered the question when it was too late to take it back. He glanced around to see if anyone was listening – but no one so much as bothered to look in their direction – so he lowered his voice. “What did she say?”

      “Oh, no.” Maddie wagged a finger. “I’m not telling unless you do.”

      “You’re turning into a stubborn little thing,” Kreskin noted. “I’m not sure that’s something Nick should add to your list of attributes.”

      “I kind of like it,” Nick countered.

      Kreskin rolled his eyes. “Whatever. You guys make me want to take a nap.”

      “You can do that after we eat dinner and pie,” Nick offered.

      Kreskin ignored him. “So, I spent most of the day running through Fran’s financials – which apparently Nick did, too, although he attacked from a different angle,” he started. “It seems Fran was in a bit of a pickle.”

      “You’re going to have to give me more than that,” Maddie pressed, causing Nick to grin. As soon as she focused on something other than herself – and the father who just had to pick now to show up in town – Maddie was back to her old self. It was a relief for Nick, even though he knew the shift in attitude wouldn’t last forever.

      “I’m not sure when she got into the online shopping and QVC stuff, but she’d taken out an extra mortgage on the bed and breakfast,” Kreskin supplied. “I didn’t know Fran all that well, although that was mostly by choice. She had a judgmental streak and she seemed much too interested in what other people were doing.”

      “Can you give me an example?” Nick asked.

      Kreskin shrugged. “Sure. One of my first cases as lead detective had me following Maude around because Fran was convinced she was robbing graves at the cemetery in her spare time. Now, keep in mind that I didn’t know Maude all that well back then, but I did know Olivia so … it was a weird couple of days. Fran kept insisting Maude was digging up graves and Maude kept insisting that Fran needed to take a laxative because Fran was clearly full of crap.”

      Maddie snorted, amused. “I never heard that story.”

      “You weren’t around.”

      Maddie sobered, although only marginally. “No, but Granny and I talked all of the time when I was out of town. I wish she would’ve told me that story.”

      “Your mother didn’t tell it to you either?” Kreskin looked surprised. “She couldn’t stop laughing when I stopped to talk to her about the problem. Her only excuse for why Maude couldn’t possibly be digging up graves was because she was too lazy and would lose interest five minutes in.”

      “Well, she wasn’t wrong.” Nick slipped his hand under the table and gave Maddie’s knee a friendly squeeze. “What else did you find in the financials?”

      Kreskin turned somber as he returned to reality. “It looks like Fran was on the straight and narrow up until about a year before she and Sterling divorced. I didn’t know him well either. I’m guessing that was the reason behind their divorce.”

      “Yeah, I went through the divorce documents, too,” Nick said. “Given all of the crap in those storage lockers, it looks to me as if Fran was out of control with the spending. I mean … you’ve never seen so much useless crap.”

      “I looked at the photos you sent.” Kreskin sipped his water. “I have to wonder if she was a hoarder or something.”

      “What about the kids?” Maddie asked. “They were behind us in school by a couple of years and I don’t know much about them.”

      “Sam and Lola,” Nick supplied. “Sam is older by two years, I think. They both stuck around through college, returning to work at the bed and breakfast during the summer months – at least I saw them behind the counter from time to time. As soon as they both graduated, though, I think they took off. I’m not even sure what they went to school for.”

      “They’re both set to arrive sometime tonight,” Kreskin supplied. “I told them we would arrange a time to talk tomorrow, once they’re settled. I believe they’re staying at the bed and breakfast because it’s not fully booked.”

      Something occurred to Maddie. “Does Fran even have a house? I know she lived over on Pleasant Street when we were kids. She used to spray teenagers with a hose if she thought they were getting too hot in the summer.”

      Nick snorted at the memory. “I totally forgot about that, Mad. The kids would purposely walk down her street on hot days because it was a break from the humidity. That last summer before senior year she sprayed you and it was glorious.”

      Maddie frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You were wearing a white shirt and had a bikini on underneath.”

      “I … so?”

      “That white shirt clung to all of the right spots.” Nick didn’t try to evade Maddie’s elbow when she launched it in the direction of his stomach. “I told you I had a lot of fond memories from that summer. You can hardly blame me for loving the fact that you reminded me of that one.”

      “Oh, you guys are so cute it’s borderline nauseating,” Kreskin muttered. “I know the house you’re talking about, though. Sterling got it in the divorce.”

      “He probably took the house in lieu of making Fran sell the Bayside,” Nick noted. “In a town like Blackstone Bay it’s hard to build a brand that will sustain for a long period of time. The bed and breakfast managed to do that.”

      “I also think Sterling was smart,” Kreskin noted. “He probably recognized Fran’s shopping problem for what it was.”

      “An addiction,” Maddie said. “It’s no different than being an alcoholic or drug addict. It’s compulsive. Fran didn’t need any of those things. She didn’t even really want all of those things. She merely convinced herself that buying things made her happy.”

      Nick pursed his lips. “I guess I never really thought about it that way. You’re smart, Mad.”

      “You can add that to your list.” Maddie smiled as Nick pressed a quick kiss to her mouth.

      Thankfully the waitress picked that moment to take their orders, so Kreskin didn’t have to mime vomiting to get them to stop. Once they were finished, they returned to the conversation at hand.

      “So Sterling got the house in the divorce and Fran got the bed and breakfast,” Nick said. “Fran moved in to the bed and breakfast, although … did she have her own room?”

      “According to Sarah she spent all of her time in the office off the main lobby,” Kreskin replied. “She slept on the couch. Dora Walker was Fran’s assistant, although she hasn’t shown up to work since this happened. Apparently Sarah let it slip that Fran was murdered in a very bloody fashion and Dora is beside herself.”

      Maddie narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve met Dora Walker since I’ve been back. What’s she like?”

      “Well, she’s not one of Maude’s Pink Ladies or anything, if that’s what you’re asking,” Nick replied. “She seems nice. I’ve only had occasion to talk to her when I visit the bed and breakfast for an official reason. It’s not as if I hung out there for fun.”

      “Because you were afraid Fran might spray you with the hose?” Maddie teased.

      “Because Fran was a genuinely unlikable person,” Nick corrected. “I mean … I didn’t hate her or anything, but she was not a nice woman.”

      “How so?” Maddie was legitimately interested.

      “Well, for starters, she gave me nonstop crap whenever she saw me,” Nick replied. “She asked what happened to you and if I drove you away because I was a pervert. She seemed to be convinced that all men were perverts.”

      Maddie pressed her lips together, torn between laughter and sympathy. “I happen to like your perverted side.”

      “That’s good to know.” Nick tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “That doesn’t change the fact that I got the distinct impression whenever I ran into her that she was purposely trying to upset me.”

      “By mentioning me?” Maddie was confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “That’s because you didn’t see what a morose monster he was while you were away,” Kreskin supplied. “He perked up the second he saw you – even though he pretended to be angry. I seriously thought he was a generally unlikable man until you came along.”

      Maddie knew Kreskin meant most of the comment as a joke, but that didn’t stop her from feeling guilty. “I’m sorry, Nicky. I … .”

      “Don’t go there, Mad,” Nick warned, waving off the apology. “We’ve talked about this so many times I’ve lost count. I don’t want to dwell on it. We’re together and we’re getting married. That’s all I care about.”

      Still, I … .” Maddie lost her train of thought when a hint of movement at the edge of the table caught her attention. Her heart dropped to her stomach when she recognized the individual hovering on the other side of Nick. “Hello, Cassidy. Um … can we help you?”

      Cassidy Dunham, Nick’s girlfriend of the moment when Maddie returned to Blackstone Bay, kept her eyes fixed on Nick and didn’t acknowledge the fact that Maddie had even spoken to her. “You two are … engaged?”

      Nick ran his tongue over his teeth, annoyed. The annoyance only grew when he saw Marla Proctor – Maddie’s high school nemesis – walking through the front door of the diner. The last thing he wanted was a full-blown fight when everything else was spinning out of control.

      “We are,” Nick confirmed, refusing to lie. Initially he felt guilty for the way he treated Cassidy. He never had any intention of staying with her over the long haul, but she seemed to think she would be the one to tame him. The second Maddie returned to Blackstone Bay Nick lost all interest in Cassidy – which ultimately hurt her, of course. He apologized, but she’d been nothing short of horrible ever since and he was done catering to her moods. “We’re very excited.”

      “I see.” Cassidy’s eyes were cold when they shifted to Maddie. “You must be so proud.”

      “I’m not sure I did anything to be proud of,” Maddie hedged. “I’m happy, though.”

      Cassidy’s eyes drifted to the huge ring on Maddie’s finger, and by the time Marla joined them the woman’s face was completely red.

      “What’s going on?” Marla asked, her tone bored. “Did you find out who bashed in Fran Livingston’s brains yet?”

      “Not yet,” Kreskin replied, shaking his head. “You’ll be the first we call when we find out.”

      “That would be great.” Marla rolled her eyes until they landed on Cassidy. “Let’s find a table.”

      Instead of doing as Marla asked, Cassidy merely shook her head and pointed. “Did you know?”

      “Did I know what?” Marla asked, confused.

      “They’re engaged.” Cassidy barely managed to force out the words. “You said that Nick would never get engaged because he wasn’t the marrying kind but … they’re engaged.”

      Nick rubbed his chin as he shook his head, frustrated. “We are engaged,” he agreed. “We’re getting married. That has nothing to do with either of you, though.”

      “You’re really engaged?” Marla looked disturbed by the news. “You can’t be serious. I thought … I mean … I thought this was just something you had to go through. Are you really going to marry her?”

      “Of course I’m going to marry her.”

      Maddie pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, frustration bubbling up. She remained silent, hoping Nick could ease the tension before she got involved and made things worse.

      “But … why?” Marla was beside herself. “I thought you were never going to get married.”

      “I was never going to marry anyone I dated before Maddie,” Nick said. “Do you want to know why?”

      “Probably not,” Marla replied. “I think I’ll throw up if you tell me.”

      “Probably,” Kreskin agreed. “Since you’re you, though, I kind of want to see what will happen.”

      Marla ignored him. “Well, I hope you’re happy with your very bad choice.” She squared her shoulders and grabbed Cassidy’s hand. “Come on. I think I’ve lost my appetite. We should go someplace else to eat.”

      Cassidy nodded, her expression sad and distraught. “I … hope you have a happy life.”

      “Thank you.” Nick slipped his arm around Maddie’s shoulders. “I know we will.”
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      “Good morning, handsome.”

      Maddie was in good spirits the next morning when she planted a kiss on Nick’s cheek and headed toward the refrigerator.

      “Good morning.” Nick’s expression was bemused as he watched. “Did you sleep well?” He already knew the answer to that. He’d romanced the crap out of her when they returned from dinner and she’d passed out before ten, sleeping a full nine hours before waking. She clearly needed the sleep because the color was back in her cheeks and her eyes were bright and keen.

      “I slept like a rock,” Maddie admitted. “What do you want for breakfast?”

      “You don’t need to cook for me. I’m fully capable of handling my own breakfast.”

      Maddie arched a challenging eyebrow but remained silent.

      “What?” Nick knew he sounded defensive, but it was too late to catch himself. “I can make Pop-Tarts.”

      Maddie smirked as she shook her head, pouring a mug of coffee before sidling closer to him. “I know I’ve been … difficult … of late, but I don’t want you to worry about me. I’m okay. I’m adapting.”

      “Mad, you’re almost never difficult,” Nick corrected. “In fact, you’re consistently the easiest person I know to get along with. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t concerned, though. This is a big deal.”

      Maddie blinked several times and then smiled, the expression serene. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m over it.”

      Nick managed to keep the eye roll mental rather than physical, but just barely. “You’re over it?”

      “I am.”

      “Okay, it’s clear you and I need to have a serious discussion.” Nick knew he couldn’t put off the “tough love” approach he’d been contemplating since the last time they ran into George Hunter. “Let me call Dale and tell him I’m going to be late and then we’ll get into this.”

      Maddie balked at his forceful tone. “I don’t need to get into it. I already told you that I’m over it.”

      “And I don’t believe you.”

      Maddie’s eyes fired with recrimination. “Are you calling me a liar?”

      Nick didn’t hesitate to deny the charge. “I would never call you a liar because that’s not in your nature … and besides, you’re terrible at it.”

      Maddie was affronted. “Hey!

      “That’s one of my favorite things about you, Mad,” Nick noted. “It comes right after how cute you look when you’re sleeping and that adorable snore of yours.”

      “I don’t snore.”

      “You sounded as if you were cutting down a forest last night,” Nick countered, refusing to back down. “Mad, you’re the love of my life and you always will be. You’re a terrible liar, though, and you’re very far from over this. We need to talk about it.”

      Instead of responding in kind, telling Nick that she loved him more than anything, Maddie scowled. “I don’t want to talk about it. I’m sick of talking about it. I’m even more sick of you worrying about me. It’s not fair to you.”

      Nick’s face was unreadable as he snagged Maddie’s hand. “I believe you agreed to marry me, right?”

      Maddie had no idea where he was going with the question, but she nodded.

      “That means we’re going to be together forever,” Nick continued. “For better and worse … and richer and poorer … and sickness and health. That means no matter what, you’re never going to be able to get rid of me.”

      “I’m never going to want to get rid of you.”

      Nick believed that. He also believed Maddie was due for a righteous meltdown when it came to her father. “That’s good. You won’t be able to do it. We’re still going to talk about George.”

      Maddie scowled. “Why don’t you understand that I simply want to put this behind me?” she snapped, taking a step back and letting her temper show. Nick wasn’t used to her anger being directed at him, but he almost welcomed it. “I don’t want to be unhappy. This is supposed to be the happiest time of my life. Why can’t you let me feel how I want to feel?”

      “Mad, if I thought you really wanted to wash your hands of George Hunter, I would be behind you,” Nick said. “You don’t. You don’t know what you want to do, but you’re not ready to do that. I’m not an idiot … and neither are you. Please don’t insult me and pretend otherwise.”

      “I’m not.” Maddie’s expression twisted and Nick hated the sadness flooding her eyes so much he almost gave in to her demands. Almost.

      “You’re not ready to send him away so I think we should talk about spending some time with him,” Nick suggested. “I don’t expect you to do it alone. You know I’ll be there with you but … you have a lot of questions and he’s the only one who can answer them.”

      “I don’t have a lot of questions,” Maddie argued. “My mother already answered those questions.”

      That’s when it hit Nick with the force of a hundred pounds of family baggage. Maddie’s real problem was that she was worried to hear George out because it might lead to some questions regarding her mother. The one thing Maddie never questioned over the years was her mother’s devotion to her. “Mad … .”

      “I don’t want to keep circling this, Nick,” Maddie grumbled. “Why can’t you just leave it alone?”

      Nick would never admit it to anyone – mostly because he worried it made him a whipped moron – but the fact that she called him “Nick” rather than “Nicky” grated. “Okay, Mad. I’m going to call Dale and tell him I’ll be late. We can talk about this … .”

      “I don’t want to talk about this,” Maddie pressed. “It’s done. Can’t you just leave it at that?”

      “I … .” Nick’s phone dinged with an incoming message and he growled in frustration as he glanced down. “I have to go to the funeral home, Mad,” he said after a beat. “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s fine.” Maddie’s fake smile was back. “I think that’s a good idea.”

      “You’re only saying that because you don’t want me to push you on this,” Nick grumbled, grabbing the front of Maddie’s shirt and hauling her to her toes so he could kiss her senseless.

      Maddie gasped when she pulled away, momentarily confused whether or not she remained clothed. “I … what was that for?”

      “That was because I love you and I don’t care how frustrated you get, I’m always going to love you and want to do what’s best for you.”

      This time the smile playing at the corner of Maddie’s lips was legitimate. “I love you, too. I’m sorry this has been so hard on you.”

      “Don’t ever apologize to me for something like this,” Nick warned, refusing to let go of Maddie’s shirt. “What are you going to do today?”

      “I thought I would head over to the storage locker and continue going through Fran’s belongings,” Maddie replied, not missing a beat even though her face was still flushed from the kiss. “If Fran’s ghost is going to pop back in for a visit, it’s probably going to be there. That’s the stuff she loved the most.”

      “Okay, but I want you to do me a favor and be careful,” Nick pressed. “Keep your phone close and listen in case someone approaches. I doubt anyone would dare go there but … you’re my first priority.”

      Maddie happily sighed. “You’re my first priority, too.”

      “I know.” Nick smacked a loud kiss against her lips. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I handle whatever the meltdown at the funeral parlor is. I might head over to the storage locker to search with you. I’m not sure yet.”

      “Okay. That sounds … wait. Meltdown?” Maddie cocked a dubious eyebrow. “Who is having a meltdown at the funeral home?”

      “Apparently Fran’s kids are having twin meltdowns and Dale and I have to deal with it.” Nick gave Maddie another kiss, this one softer. “I love you. Be good.”

      “I love you, too. Make sure you don’t leave me hanging on the gossip.”

      Nick grin as he released her. “Hey, Mad?”

      “Hmm.”

      “We’re not done talking about George Hunter.”

      Maddie blew out a weary sigh. “I was afraid of that.”

      

      NICK WAS still antsy about a potential fight with Maddie when he let himself into the funeral home ten minutes later, following the sound of raised voices until he hit the casket sales parlor and found Kreskin leaning against a wall with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “What’s … ?”

      Nick didn’t get a chance to ask the obvious question because Kreskin cut him off with a shake of the head and pointed toward the two people arguing in the middle of the room.

      “We’re not going with the cedar. We’re going with the oak. It’s cheaper.” A young woman, dark hair flying, planted her hands on her hips and glared at a young man a few feet away. “Don’t even think of arguing with me about this.”

      “Oh, we’re not going with the oak either – and I never said I wanted the cedar,” the man replied. “I think we should go with pine.”

      “We can’t go with pine.” The woman rolled her eyes so hard Nick thought she might topple over. “People will think we’re cheap if we go with pine.”

      “Since when do you care what people think?” the man challenged. “Once we leave this stupid place this time we’re never coming back anyway. Why would you possibly care what these people think?”

      “I … well … I didn’t think of that.” The woman tapped her bottom lip with her index finger. “We should definitely consider the pine.”

      Nick slowly shifted his eyes to Kreskin, confused. “What’s all this?”

      “This is Lola and Sam Livingston,” Kreskin replied, his eyes emotionless even though a muscle worked in his jaw, signaling his obvious displeasure. “The funeral home director called me five minutes after they arrived because they wanted him to throw their mother in a hole without a casket or embalming.”

      Nick made a face. “Nice.”

      “Yes, they’ve made it clear that they want to spend as little money as possible because that means they’ll inherit more,” Kreskin said, disgusted. “They’re horrible monsters.”

      Nick widened his eyes, caught between amusement and horror. “Tell me how you really feel.”

      “I really feel as if I can’t spend much time with these terrible kids,” Kreskin replied, shoving away from the wall and taking a step in the Livingston children’s direction. “Let’s get this over with, shall we? We’ve already confirmed their alibis so they’re not exactly suspects … although this little display is making me rethink that.”

      Nick mutely followed Kreskin toward Lola and Sam, keeping his expression neutral as they approached. Lola was the first to look over, her dark hair flying around her shoulders as she energetically bobbed her head.

      “Hey, I remember you.” The look she shot Nick was one of pure, unadulterated lust. “You’re Nick Winters. I had a crush on you when I was a kid.”

      “That’s nice.” Nick had to remind himself not to make a face. “We have a few questions for you guys regarding your mother’s death.”

      “We already provided alibis,” Sam argued. “Why do we have to do it a second time?”

      “We’re not here about your alibis,” Kreskin growled. “We’re here to ask questions about your mother. There’s a difference.”

      “I’ll answer any questions you have,” Lola said, batting her eyelashes in Nick’s direction. “I’m about to inherit money.” She uttered the statement as if it was an enticement, but all it did was turn Nick’s stomach.

      “I’m engaged,” Nick blurted out, causing Kreskin to arch an eyebrow as Lola’s smile slipped.

      “I wasn’t hitting on you or anything,” Lola complained. “You didn’t have to spit it out like that … as if I’m some sexual deviant chasing you around or something.”

      That’s exactly how Nick felt when Lola sized him up like a fat steak for a kinky barbecue, but he kept that to himself. “Yes, well, I just wanted to head off any problems. We’ve still got a lot to do when it comes to investigating your mother’s death and I don’t have time to mess around.”

      “Oh, well, if it’s about my mother’s death.” Lola rolled her eyes toward Sam. “What do you want to know?”

      “We’ve been going through her financial information,” Kreskin offered. “We understand that your inheritance is going to be small – perhaps even invisible – and were wondering if your mother got in a bad financial relationship with anyone she worried might try to hurt her.” Kreskin wasn’t generally petty, but he took a small amount of pleasure in twisting the financial knife that was clearly lodged in Lola and Sam Livingston’s backs.

      “Wait … our inheritance is going to be small?” Sam looked surprised by the notion. “I was under the impression Mom put our inheritance in a trust.”

      “Not that I saw.” Kreskin flipped his eyes to Nick. “Did you see a trust in any of those financial documents?”

      “I did not.” Nick had to fight the urge to grin when Lola’s cheeks colored with fury. “In fact, all of the documents I looked through seemed to indicate a financial deficit.”

      “What does that mean?” Sam asked, his eyes flying toward his sister. “What does he mean by that?”

      “I’m not sure,” Lola hedged, rolling her neck. “Are you saying we don’t have trusts?”

      Nick had to bite the inside of his cheek to make sure he didn’t belt out a hearty guffaw at Lola Livingston’s pained expression.

      “Why would you think you had a trust?” Kreskin asked, legitimately confused. “Your mother owned a bed and breakfast in Blackstone Bay. It was a decent living, but it was hardly raking in the big bucks.”

      “But … she owned a hotel,” Lola argued. “I saw on a television show where a woman owned a hotel and when she died her kids became millionaires.”

      “Oh, well, if you saw it on television it must’ve been true,” Nick muttered.

      Lola ignored him, his handsome face all but forgotten in the wake of her imminent financial ruin. “We have the hotel to sell, right?”

      “You’ll have to talk to your mother’s estate lawyer,” Kreskin replied. “I’m going to guess that there won’t be much left once the estate covers all of your mother’s outstanding credit card bills, though.”

      Lola’s face drained of color. “That can’t be right.”

      “Your mother was severely in debt,” Kreskin noted. “She had three storage lockers full of merchandise she bought … and then did nothing with. It seems to indicate she had a shopping addiction.”

      “Yeah, we know all about the Beanie Babies and everything else she had locked away in those storage lockers,” Sam said dryly. “How does that affect us?”

      Kreskin arched an eyebrow, surprised. He didn’t understand how the Livingston siblings could be quite this clueless. Of course, Fran raised them to be entitled so he should hardly be surprised that they felt they were owed something now that their mother had passed away. “Your mother’s debts will have to be squared before any money trickles down to you. From what I’ve seen in the accounts – which is essentially nothing – the bed and breakfast is going to have to be sold at auction and even then it won’t cover all of the bills.”

      “But … .” Lola was dumbfounded. “You’re saying we’ll get nothing. I don’t understand. That … can’t be right.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes. He had no idea why Lola was expecting a windfall, but that’s clearly what she thought would happen when her mother died. “I’ve seen your mother’s financial documents, too. I concur with Detective Kreskin.”

      “Your mother did have a separate insurance policy,” Kreskin added, causing Sam to smile. “It takes care of her burial expenses … and only her burial expenses. She picked out what she wanted done for her funeral and provided for the cost. Even if you try to skimp – you can’t – and any excess money does not go to you.”

      “But … that’s ridiculous!” Lola was outraged. “This can’t be right. I don’t believe it.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way.” Kreskin cast Nick a weighted look, something unsaid passing between them. Clearly the Livingston siblings didn’t kill their mother themselves, but that didn’t mean they didn’t pay someone else to do it. They clearly thought they had money coming their way. The news that they didn’t was earth shattering.

      “We should probably sit down and get started,” Nick offered. “We have a lot to cover.”

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Kreskin said, bobbing his head. “Clearly you guys need to be caught up on a few things.”
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      Maude took a deep breath, centered herself and then knocked on the door. She wasn’t in the mood for nonsense – and this meeting had the potential to be nothing but ridiculous nonsense – but she had no choice. It had to be done.

      George was surprised when he opened his room door and found his former mother-in-law standing on the other side. His first instinct was to duck in case she’d brought the hammer she kept yammering on about. His second instinct was to slam the door in her face. He did neither.

      “Maude.”

      “George Eugene.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I was hoping we could have a talk.” Maude gripped her over-sized purse so tightly her knuckles turned white. “I swear I’m not here to do you bodily harm.”

      George looked her up and down a moment, conflicted. “If you attack me I’m not going to be happy.”

      “I’m not going to be happy regardless, so I guess we’re even.”

      “Fine.” George blew out a sigh, resigned, and held open his door. “I just made some fresh coffee. Do you want some?”

      Maude considered saying yes to the coffee just so she would have something to throw in his face should he annoy her. Ultimately she shook her head. “Thanks but … I’m afraid I’ll try to kill you with it.”

      Despite the surreal situation, George couldn’t stop himself from barking out a laugh as he followed Maude to the small table in the corner of the room. “You always did have a delightful sense of humor, Maude. Other than the obvious … um … how are you?”

      “I don’t have a lot of complaints,” Maude replied, sitting in the chair across from George and resting her purse on the floor. She didn’t have a weapon inside, but it was heavy enough to give him a concussion if she swung it. “I made an apartment for myself in the garage so I have my own space but am still close to Maddie. Things are fairly good.”

      “That’s good.” George licked his lips. “You seem good. Maddie seems … mostly good.”

      “Maddie is an angel.”

      George pursed his lips. “She seems like a good girl,” he agreed after a beat, bobbing his head. “She definitely looks like an angel.”

      “It’s the hair,” Maude offered. “It’s so golden you can’t see anything but goodness when you look at her. Luckily she lives up to the hype. She very rarely gets into trouble. She’s always been like that.”

      “That’s good. I’m glad she didn’t cause a lot of issues when she was younger.” George meant the words, but he was uncomfortable delivering them given his absence in Maddie’s life. “Tell me about her.”

      “Is that what you want?” Maude leaned forward. “If I tell you about her, will you go?”

      “No.”

      “Why are you here, George?” Maude didn’t bother to hide her annoyance. “Are you here to cause trouble?”

      “I’m here to get to know my daughter,” George replied. “I’m not here to take anything from her. I’m not here to do anything to her. I’m simply here to get to know her. I swear that’s all I want.”

      “And what happens when some new business opportunity arises?” Maude challenged. “You’re a charming guy, George. You always have been. Family has never been high on your priority list, though, and I will not tolerate you coming back into Maddie’s life just to walk out again when something better comes along.”

      George wanted to argue with Maude’s assessment of his motives but from her perspective, he wasn’t sure how she could think anything other than what she did. Could he assuage her? Doubtful. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.

      “I’m not the same man you knew all of those years ago,” George pointed out, tapping his thumb on the table. “I was barely more than a child then. You knew it. That’s why you were so angry when Olivia and I married.”

      “I knew that you weren’t mature enough,” Maude confirmed. “I knew that Olivia wasn’t mature enough either. You guys were all fire and passion – which is cute on a television show but fairly annoying in real life – and I knew the marriage wouldn’t last.”

      “You were right.”

      “I’m always right.”

      George mustered a mild grin before sobering. “Olivia got right away what I struggled with for years,” he said. “She knew she had to grow up for Maddie. I wasn’t ready to grow up.”

      “No. You definitely weren’t ready for that.”

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t love Maddie, or want to be a good father,” George added. “I was limited in my abilities, though. And by the time I got things together it was too late. Olivia backed me into a corner and I couldn’t do what I needed to do.”

      Maude’s heavily penciled eyebrows flew up her forehead. “You’re blaming Olivia for this?”

      “Am I blaming Olivia for raising a marvelous child? No. Am I blaming Olivia for not having forgiveness in her heart and doing what was best for Maddie after the fact? Yes.”

      “Oh, that’s such crap!” Maude slapped her hand on the table, startling George. “Olivia protected Maddie to the best of her ability. She couldn’t trust you not to break that child’s heart. She did what had to be done.”

      “Fine.” George held his hands up in a placating manner. “Maddie isn’t a child any longer, though. She’s an adult. She’s about to get married herself.”

      “She is, and she’s happy,” Maude said, bobbing her head. “Do you want to ruin that for her?”

      “That’s the last thing I want, but I owe Maddie an explanation and I will not leave Blackstone Bay until I give it to her,” George replied, his tone even. “I owe her at least that.”

      “You owe her a lot more than that.”

      “I can only offer a start and see where it goes,” George argued. “I won’t force things, but I will give that girl the one thing I know she’ll need going forward … and that’s an explanation.”

      “Do you really think you can explain away years of loneliness?”

      “That’s not my intention.”

      “What is your intention?”

      “To get to know her,” George answered without hesitation. “All I know is that she’s extremely pretty, seems to love that lunk of a boyfriend she’s always with, and she runs a magic shop out of her home.”

      “That lunk of a boyfriend is a good man,” Maude clarified. “He’s always loved Maddie. He’s always stood with her … and for her. I wouldn’t try to take on Nick Winters when it comes to Maddie’s affection. You’ll definitely lose.”

      “I didn’t want to like him when I first met him,” George admitted. “I kind of like him, though. I see that he’s good for Maddie. I was merely making a joke.”

      “You never had very good comedic timing,” Maude muttered. “You should work on that.”

      “I’ll give it some thought.” George licked his lips as he leaned back in his chair. “Is she … like Olivia?”

      Maude knew what he was asking. “Will it make a difference?”

      “No.”

      “She is like Olivia,” Maude supplied. “I think she might actually be stronger than Olivia.”

      “Does Nick know?”

      “He hasn’t always, and that’s what caused their estrangement after high school,” Maude replied. “Olivia pounded it into Maddie’s head that she could never tell anyone what she could do because people would turn on her and walk away if they knew the big secret. Maddie took it to heart. Too much to heart, if you ask me.”

      “I see.” And, because he did, George felt sick to his stomach. “Olivia did that because of my reaction when I found out, didn’t she?”

      Maude shrugged. “Perhaps. Olivia overprotected Maddie. There’s no getting around that. She realized too late that she should’ve eased up on the rules. Thankfully for all of us, Nick Winters has a forgiving heart and when Maddie finally admitted the truth he reacted out of love and not fear.”

      “So … he’s okay with it?” George couldn’t help feeling bitter. Nick Winters was clearly twice the man he was.

      “Okay with it?” Maude tilted her head to the side, unsure how to answer. “He doesn’t really question it. When Maddie talks to a ghost … or has a vision … she tells him and he acts on it. I don’t believe they’ve ever had a discussion where he decided he’s okay with it.

      “Maddie and Nick were apart for ten years and it very well nearly crushed them both,” she continued. “They survived, though. Now they’re thriving. Nothing will ever come between them. I rest easy knowing that.”

      “I’m glad for her.”

      “Are you?”

      George nodded, making his decision on the spot as he leaned forward. “Maude, I love Maddie. I know you don’t believe that because I was gone for so long, but I do. I don’t want to push myself into her life if I’m not wanted. I won’t leave until I’m sure that’s what she really wants, though.”

      “I guess I can’t argue with you.” Maude pushed herself up on shaky legs. “If you hurt her, I have a hammer.”

      George snorted, amused. “You’ve told me.”

      “I simply don’t want you to forget.”

      

      NICK AND KRESKIN remained flustered after their interview with Lola and Sam Livingston. Instead of dwelling on that, though, they decided to head straight for the bed and breakfast so they could interview Fran’s assistant Dora Walker. Sarah called to say she’d finally returned to work after being wrecked by Fran’s murder earlier in the week.

      “I’m not quite sure what to say about what we just witnessed,” Nick admitted, following Kreskin toward the front door of the hotel. “I’ve never seen two worse people in my entire life.”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure what to make of it either,” Kreskin said, rubbing his chin as he held open the door. “On one hand, they have to be that way for a reason. Maybe Fran raised them that way, to feel entitled, and it’s not their fault they’re such jerks.”

      Nick shook his head. “I think common decency is something that people are born with and it gets drilled out of them. Kids aren’t raised to be insufferable jerkwads who believe they’re entitled to something. Sure, I know some people are sociopaths, but the odds of both Lola and Sam being legitimate sociopaths seem small to me.”

      “I hear you.” Kreskin’s gaze bounced around the lobby before falling on a morose-looking woman behind the front desk. “I think we definitely need to look at the kids closer. There’s Dora.”

      Nick followed his gaze. “How well do you know her?”

      “Enough to wave to at the store or a festival,” Kreskin replied. “She seems nice enough.”

      “She didn’t grow up in Blackstone Bay,” Nick noted. “Fran did, but I think I remember Dora saying at some event that she grew up in Kingston.”

      “That’s not too far away.”

      “No, but we all know how Blackstone Bay feels about outsiders,” Nick supplied. “You haven’t been here your entire life and even though people know and like you, we’re still convinced that you have webbed toes.”

      Kreskin rolled his eyes. “You’re a funny guy.”

      “I’m here all week.” Nick plastered a friendly smile on his face as they approached Dora. He couldn’t remember interacting with her more than a handful of times, but she always seemed gracious and pleasant when he did. Now her dark hair was pulled back in a severe bun and she wore no makeup. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying, and she looked to be on the verge of a nervous breakdown if her shaking hands were to be believed.

      “Hey, Dora,” Kreskin offered, his lips curving. “How are you feeling?”

      “How do you think I’m feeling?” Dora asked, her voice cracking. “Fran wasn’t just my boss. She was a friend, too. She’s dead and … give me a minute.”

      Nick watched with wide eyes as Dora pursed her lips and fanned her eyes to keep the tears from falling. He’d never seen anyone do anything of the sort in real life and for some reason it struck him as funny. He knew better than to openly laugh, though.

      Kreskin and Nick exchanged a quick look before turning their attention back to Dora.

      “I understand you were off the night Fran was killed,” Kreskin prodded gently. “Was that your normal day off?”

      “Fran preferred taking the night shifts because she could close the doors at ten,” Dora explained, regaining her composure. “Even on festival nights Blackstone Bay generally shuts down early – especially in the winter.”

      “That’s true,” Kreskin said. “Did you have the day off as well as the night?”

      “I usually work the five weekdays,” Dora explained. “Sarah needed Saturday off, though, so we switched shifts. I didn’t mind because she’s a good worker and rarely needs time off. I’m a little angry about it now, though.”

      “How come?”

      “Because that was my last chance to see Fran,” Dora replied, not missing a beat. “I’ll always regret that I didn’t see her that day. She was a good woman.”

      “Yes, well, she was definitely a unique soul,” Kreskin said. “Did you know about her shopping habits?”

      “Oh, the QVC stuff?” Dora chewed on her bottom lip. “I know she liked to shop, but I don’t think it could possibly be as bad as her husband used to say. He said she was addicted but … I never see any of that stuff around here. She gets deliveries now and then, but I think she actually uses the stuff because it’s not as if it piles up or anything.”

      “She had storage lockers,” Nick supplied. “Three of them.”

      “Oh.” Dora’s face registered legitimate shock. “Is that where she went in the afternoons sometimes? I always wondered.”

      “I’m not sure, but that makes sense.” Kreskin rubbed the back of his neck. “I know you’re upset and not up to answering a lot of questions, but we need some insight into Fran’s children.”

      Up until then Dora had been morose and sad. Mention of Lola and Sam was enough to fill her eyes with fire. “Those little idjits. What did they do this time?”

      Nick cocked an eyebrow, surprised. “I take it you didn’t like them.”

      “I didn’t know them very well, which should tell you something,” Dora said, her tone chilly. “I spent the past five years being best friends with Fran and I met those kids once. They showed up for the reading of their father’s will and then complained bitterly because they only got about a grand each when everything was said and done because Sterling took out a reverse mortgage on the house. How do I know? They wouldn’t shut up about it.”

      Nick grimaced. That sounded about right. “Did they talk to Fran on a regular basis?”

      Dora snorted. “They only called when they wanted money. Fran cut them off about four months ago because they were both adults and I told her it was crazy for her to support them the way she was doing. They called that day … and screamed like banshees.”

      “I see.” Kreskin cracked his knuckles, his stomach rolling. That gave the kids even more of a motive. “Have you seen Lola and Sam since they hit town?”

      “They checked in and then immediately took off for the bar last night and headed straight for the funeral home this morning,” Dora replied. “They seem more interested in their inheritance than anything else.”

      “We’ve noticed that, too,” Nick said. “Do you think they’re capable of killing their mother?”

      Dora jolted at the question. “I never … did they do it?”

      “They have alibis,” Kreskin clarified. “Those alibis have checked out so far. That doesn’t mean they weren’t working with someone.”

      “I think those are the two rottenest kids I’ve ever met,” Dora said. “I think they’re capable of doing anything if they thought it would get them money.”

      “Okay, well, thank you for your time,” Kreskin said, turning toward the door.

      “I’m sure we’ll be in touch again,” Nick added.

      “I’ll be here.” Dora waved them off. “Fran would want me to make sure her legacy was intact.”

      “That’s good.”

      Nick waited until they were outside the bed and breakfast to speak again. “She just gave us motive.”

      “I noticed,” Kreskin said grimly. “I think we need to get a warrant to look at the phone records for Lola and Sam Livingston.”

      “I’m right there with you.”
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      “How was your day?”

      Nick greeted Maddie with a kiss as he walked into the store shortly before six. She was dressed in a pretty black dress, her hair pulled back, and he took a moment to look her up and down.

      “That dress is a nice touch,” he offered. “We’re still going to talk about it.”

      Maddie wrinkled her nose as she shook her head. “I know we’re going to talk about it.” She flicked the lock on the door, flipped the sign so it read “closed” and then gestured toward the kitchen. “Right this way, please.”

      Nick pursed his lips, unsure what to expect. “Are you about to do something to distract me?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s find out.” Maddie grabbed Nick’s arm and dragged him toward the kitchen, smiling when he caught sight of the candles on the table. “I cooked dinner. I didn’t burn it or anything.”

      “It definitely smells good.” Nick lifted his nose and scented the air. “Pot roast. That’s one of my favorite cold-weather meals.”

      “I know.” Maddie puffed out her chest. “I made a cake from scratch for dessert, too. It’s chocolate, though, and we need to make sure we save a few slices for Granny. She hasn’t been here all day, by the way, and I’m worried she’s getting into mischief.”

      Nick placed the folder he carried on the counter, his mind racing with possibilities as he glanced around the romantically lit dining room. “I saw Harriet Proctor in town this afternoon. Dale and I went to the burger joint out on the highway for lunch and she was there with some of her cronies. She was still alive then so I don’t think Maude has wreaked too much havoc while out today.”

      “Have you seen George Hunter?”

      The question caught Nick off guard. “As a matter of fact, I have.”

      Maddie stilled. “Oh. I expected you to say you didn’t. I thought maybe Granny was scattering pieces of him in the woods without our knowledge.”

      Nick smirked. “I don’t know what she’s up to, but he was still alive this afternoon. If you’re wondering, I did not speak to him. I simply saw him when I was leaving the Bayside with Dale.”

      “Oh, well … .” Maddie trailed off, her index finger tapping up and down on her forearm as she crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s good. I guess.”

      “Uh-huh.” Nick slipped his arm around Maddie’s waist and tugged her closer so he could kiss the corner of her mouth. She’d gone all out, even putting on a bit of eye makeup and lipstick. He preferred her fresh faced, but she was beautiful regardless. “I have a lot of information to share with you, but dinner looks really good. Do you want to have a serious conversation now or over the meal?”

      “Over the meal,” Maddie answered. “I’ve already dished up all the food so it will get cold if we wait too long. You can’t have any cake if this information is going to annoy me, though, so keep that in mind.”

      Nick chuckled, amused. “I can’t believe you’re holding homemade cake over my head.”

      “Yes, well, I have to go with my strengths.” Maddie sat in a chair and gestured for Nick to take the spot to her left. “Dig in. I made it for you.”

      “I know you did.” Nick took the seat she offered, grabbing her hand to give it a squeeze before she could reach for the lid that covered the pot roast. “I love you, Maddie. You know that, right?”

      “I think I heard something like that.” Even though she was agitated, a small smile played at the corner of Maddie’s lips. “I love you, too.”

      “That’s good,” Nick said, sucking in a calming breath. “Even when we fight, Mad, I’m always going to love you. I need you to believe that so things don’t get out of control.”

      Maddie looked tortured when Nick risked a look in her direction. “Does that mean we’re going to fight?”

      “I hope not. If we do, I promise we’ll make up before going to bed.”

      “What if you make me so angry I don’t want to make up?”

      “Then I’ll tickle you until you give in.”

      “That’s not fair.” Maddie tried to look stern but failed. “You know all my secret tickle spots so I’m pretty sure that’s not a level playing field.”

      “You know all of mine, too.”

      “Yeah, but women aren’t generally in the mood to tickle men after a fight,” Maddie pointed out. “They want to sulk and feel sorry for themselves. I know. Granny told me.”

      Nick barked out a laugh. “Oh, geez. Is it any wonder that I’m ridiculously in love with you?”

      “I don’t know,” Maddie replied primly. “Why don’t you ask that question again after we’ve had our big fight.”

      “Just for the record, Mad, I always want to tickle you,” Nick noted. “I figured I would start by catching you up on the case while we eat. That will keep the meal pleasant. Then we can talk about the other thing – which is why I brought the file – and we’ll get any potential fights out of the way before moving on to dessert and making up. How does that sound?”

      Maddie’s eyes drifted toward the manila folder on the counter. “Very regimented.” She licked her lips. “Is that file about … him?”

      “George Hunter?”

      Maddie nodded.

      “It is,” Nick confirmed. “I think you should eat before I open that file, though.”

      “Is it bad?” Maddie’s voice was barely a whisper.

      “I don’t think so,” Nick answered honestly. “I find it interesting. I’m not sure how you’ll take it, though.”

      “Okay, well … .” Maddie exhaled heavily through her nose, centering herself. “Tell me about the case. I spent the morning at the storage locker, by the way. Fran didn’t show up again. I have no idea if that’s because she’s decided she doesn’t like me or if she’s still having trouble adjusting to her new reality.”

      “Well, keep at that because it might be important,” Nick said. “As for the case, that text I got from Dale this morning to go to the funeral home turned out to be one of the saddest things I’ve ever seen.”

      “Lola and Sam Livingston? Were they upset about their mother’s death? Wait, that was a stupid question. Of course they were upset about their mother’s death.”

      “It turns out that isn’t a stupid question,” Nick countered, sliding two huge ladles of pot roast onto his place. “Man, I think this is what Heaven must smell like. Seriously, Mad, you outdid yourself.”

      “Wait until you see the cake.”

      “I’m ready to sacrifice my waistline to do it.” Nick grinned as he ladled a large serving onto Maddie’s plate. “You need to eat and we’re going to fight early if you don’t.”

      Maddie nodded as she reached for the breadbasket. “I made fresh bread, too.”

      “You’re killing me.” Nick grabbed two huge slices, immediately ripping apart one so he could dunk it into the thick gravy. “So, it seems that Lola and Sam Livingston are two of the most despicable people to ever grace this Earth.”

      Maddie’s eyebrows flew up her forehead. “Really? I don’t remember them well. I mean … I remember them being bratty kids. I think a lot of kids are bratty, though.”

      “I’m sure ours will be angels.”

      “I think that’s the lie every parent utters aloud before agreeing to bring new life into this world,” Maddie said. “You don’t want to think about the bad times so you create a universe in your head where only good can happen.”

      “Oh, that was almost profound, Mad.” Nick’s grin was impish. “Our children are going to be pretty little angels like you, though. I’ve already made the decision.”

      “Oh, well, if you’ve decided then it must be true.”

      “I think so.” Nick swallowed a bite of pot roast and groaned. “Oh, your cooking is angelic, too.”

      “You’re not going to trick me into ignoring the elephant on the counter.” She inclined her chin toward the folder. “Tell me about Lola and Sam first.”

      “There’s not much to tell,” Nick said. “They’re terrible people. They thought they were inheriting a bunch of money and were extremely upset when they found out that wasn’t the case. We got a call from the estate lawyer and apparently the second we left the funeral home they were at his office to find out if we were lying.”

      “I’m guessing they didn’t take it well when they found out the truth.”

      “Not even remotely. According to the lawyer, they threatened to disembowel him.”

      “Isn’t that illegal?”

      Nick shrugged. “Only if the lawyer presses charges and he seems more eager to get them out of his life than anything else. Apparently the kids saw some television show where heirs got a bunch of money when a parent passed. That parent also owned a hotel.”

      “I’m betting it wasn’t in Blackstone Bay … and that the parent didn’t also have a shopping addiction.”

      “No,” Nick agreed, grabbing more bread. “After that we went to the Bayside to see Dora Walker. She seemed legitimately torn up by Fran’s death and she had nothing but nasty things to say about the kids.”

      “I’ve been trying to think it through and I swear I can’t remember even talking to Dora since I came back.”

      “She seems nice enough,” Nick supplied. “She’s a little theatrical. I think she was devoted to Fran, though. She didn’t know about the storage lockers and thought the kids were terrible to Fran. She’s loyal but maybe a little obtuse.”

      “Oh, that seems like something nice to put on a T-shirt.”

      “Doesn’t it, though?” Nick was happy to see that Maddie had plowed through the better portion of the food he put on her plate. He added another heaping serving, ignoring Maddie’s dark glare when she looked up. “If you eat all of that you’ll have a lot of energy for the fight. How can that be bad?”

      “You’re starting to irritate me.”

      “I guess it’s good our love can survive anything.”

      “Oh, geez.” Maddie rolled her eyes. “It’s unfair that you’re so cute. I can’t even stay angry for thirty seconds at a time when you say stuff like that.”

      “That’s part of the master plan.” Nick popped a potato into his mouth. “We spent the better part of the afternoon going through Lola and Sam’s phone records.”

      “How come? Do you think they hired a hitman or something?”

      “We honestly can’t rule it out,” Nick replied. “They were so cold … and so detached … I don’t think I can properly explain it.”

      “That sounds chilling.”

      “It was. We’re running down a few of the calls to see if they lead anywhere. The problem is that if they have any sense at all – which I’m not sure they do – they would’ve bought burner phones that we can’t track to conduct business like this.”

      “I never thought of Fran as a warm and fuzzy person, but it’s hard to imagine her own kids hiring someone to kill her,” Maddie admitted. “Plus … well … everything I’ve learned about murder from television tells me that professional killers don’t usually bash someone’s brains in with a lamp.”

      “That is true,” Nick conceded. “Fran’s death reads like a moment of passion, like she ticked off someone and they lost their temper. A professional would’ve used poison or a gun with a silencer and got out of there fairly quickly.”

      “That’s another thing,” Maddie added. “Whoever killed Fran had to be in that room for a decent amount of time. You said the lamp was wiped down and didn’t have fingerprints on it, so that happened after the fact. What would’ve happened if one of the guests wandered downstairs?”

      “I don’t have an answer for that.”

      “Have you ruled out all of the guests?” Maddie averted her eyes as she rummaged in the breadbasket. “Are you sure none of them are guilty?”

      “None of them have a motive,” Nick reminded her. “I mean … I guess we can’t rule them out, but ruling them in isn’t easy.” It was time so Nick reached over to the counter and snagged the file. “The day George Hunter turned up in your store I asked Dale to do an extensive background search. He handed me this as I was leaving the office for the day.”

      Maddie stared at the folder, deliberately swallowing hard. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” Nick cocked a challenging eyebrow. “Aren’t you angry that I did that without telling you?”

      Maddie shook her head. “I knew you would. You always do your best to take care of me and you can’t do that if you don’t have information.”

      “That’s very pragmatic.” Nick tilted his head to the side. “Do you want to know what’s in this file?”

      “I … don’t know. Do I?”

      “I think you do, Mad, but I’m not going to force you to read it if you’re not interested.”

      Maddie briefly pressed her eyes shut, audibly swallowing before focusing on him. “Why don’t you give me the highlights and we’ll go from there?”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Nick flipped open the file. “George Hunter has never been arrested. He’s received several parking tickets and paid all of them on time. He shows up for jury duty and doesn’t have any collection agencies after him.”

      “Oh, well, there’s father-of-the-year material,” Maddie muttered.

      Nick slid his hand so it rested on top of her bare knee under the table. “He works as a downsizing consultant. Do you know what that is?”

      “He goes around to those big companies that need to lay off a bunch of people,” Maddie replied, nodding. “That must make him popular.”

      “He’s apparently good at his job and from what Dale dug up, he manages to save as many jobs as he can when he’s hired by a company,” Nick said. “He doesn’t own a home, although he’s resided in several apartments over the years. He bounces from place to place because he’s always traveling.”

      “Okay, well, that’s not too bad. Are you ready for cake?”

      Nick ignored the question and opted to delve deeper into the information. “He didn’t marry again after your mother. There are no dependents listed on any of his paperwork, which seems to indicate you’re still an only child. He gives to numerous charities, including a children’s cancer charity in Detroit.”

      “Even evil people do occasional good deeds,” Maddie interjected.

      “He has been in the family court system twice,” Nick said, getting to the heart of the matter.

      “You just said he didn’t have any other kids,” Maddie protested.

      “He doesn’t.” Nick’s tone was gentle. “When you were six, he filed to have visitation amended because he wanted to see you. Your mother came up with a lengthy rebuttal and the judge decided in her favor since your father ceded custody of you years before.”

      “I … really?” Maddie wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      Nick nodded. “In the first custody case, the judge told him to wait until you were a teenager to try again. When you were older, the judge reasoned, you would be able to make the decision yourself.”

      “So … ?”

      “So when you were thirteen years old – the day you turned thirteen, in fact – George Hunter filed another appeal for visitation,” Nick said, his heart rolling when he saw the way Maddie’s features twisted. “He was turned down again, but this time it was because of the document he signed before you were born. It was a different judge and he held firm to the original custody agreement.”

      “But he tried to see me?” Maddie’s eyes swam with tears.

      “He did, Mad.” Nick moved his hand so it rested on top of hers on the tabletop. “I am not making excuses for him – and only he can explain what happened before you were born – but he at least tried to get to know you at some point.”

      “That doesn’t excuse him for leaving my mother.”

      “No, but unless I’m mistaken, your mother never bothered to tell you that he wanted to be a part of your life,” Nick prodded. “I love Olivia as much as you do, but that wasn’t right. You deserved to know.”

      “I … .” Maddie broke off, shifting her eyes to the window and fixating on the darkness outside. “I don’t want to know any more right now. I … need to think.”

      “Okay.” Nick leaned over and pressed his lips to her cheek. “I’m sorry if this upset you, but it made me feel a heck of a lot better about George Hunter. He’s not a saint, but I don’t think your mother was innocent in all of this either. I know that hurts to hear but … just give it some time to sink in.”

      “Uh-huh.” Maddie took a moment to swipe at her cheeks before forcing a smile. “Are you ready for your cake?”

      Nick shook his head. “No. I’m stuffed from dinner. Why don’t we read a book together in the window seat and have the cake in a little bit? How does that sound?”

      Maddie didn’t have the energy to muster even a tiny bit of fight. “Sure. You can pick the book.”
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      “How are you feeling?”

      Nick didn’t want to push Maddie to the point of no return, but he was worried about leaving her alone with nothing but her thoughts for an entire day while he returned to the investigation. She’d been quiet for the bulk of the previous evening as he read from a saucy romance novel. They usually switched off, sometimes doing voices and almost always letting things turn romantic when they were done laughing at some of the cheesy dialogue. That didn’t happen the previous night, though. No, Nick didn’t even realize Maddie had checked out for the evening until he found her dozing on his chest.

      Maddie flashed a warm smile for his benefit, and even though the expression didn’t make it all the way to her eyes, Nick felt marginally better about abandoning her. That’s how it felt … as if he was about to abandon her.

      “I’m okay, Nicky. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Mad, I love you more than anything. I’m always going to worry about you.” Nick drained the rest of his coffee and then shuffled closer, stroking the back of her hair. “You could come with me.” He offered on impulse, knowing it was largely a bad idea but refusing to take back the invitation.

      “I didn’t realize it was Take Your Girlfriend to Work Day,” Maddie teased, rolling her eyes.

      “That doesn’t exist,” Nick pointed out. “Take Your Future Wife to Work Day is a real thing, though. I know because I invented it … just now … and women everywhere are going to adore me for it.”

      Maddie snorted and this time the mirth encompassed her entire face. “You’re handsome and charming. How did I get so lucky?”

      “We both got lucky.” Nick pressed a kiss to Maddie’s forehead. “I’m worried about leaving you here alone.” He wasn’t keen on admitting that but figured now wasn’t the time to start lying.

      “What do you think I’m going to do?” Maddie asked, more than a hint of challenge in her voice. “Do you think I’m going to hunt him down and use Granny’s hammer to make him talk?”

      “The thought never entered my mind.” Nick was telling the truth. “I’m more worried about you sitting here alone all day and obsessing about what was in that file. I don’t want you making yourself sick over this.”

      “I’m not sure you have much choice in the matter,” Maddie pointed out. “I love you, Nicky, but you honestly can’t understand how this makes me feel. You grew up with two parents who were always there. They never once thought of abandoning you.”

      “To be fair, my father claims that he often thought about driving John and me into the woods and leaving us there to find our way home just so he could get a good night’s sleep.”

      “He never did it, though.”

      “That doesn’t mean he didn’t want to do it,” Nick said. “As for the rest, no, I don’t know what that’s like. We were tight as kids, though, Mad. We always talked about stuff like this and I knew what you were feeling. I knew how upset you were when they had that stupid daddy-daughter dance and Marla made fun of you because you didn’t have anyone to take you.”

      “I kind of forgot about that,” Maddie admitted, rolling her neck. “Maybe I blocked it out.”

      “Do you remember what happened that night?”

      Maddie’s lips curved at the second part of the memory. “Your dad took us to that old drive-in theater on the other side of Central Lake. He bought us a mountain of candy and pop and we watched Jaws on a big screen. That was after he offered to take me to the dance.”

      “Exactly.” Nick bobbed his head. “Do you know why he didn’t take you to that dance?”

      “Because I was embarrassed that I didn’t have a father and didn’t want him to go out of his way for me.”

      Nick stilled. “Is that true? Is that why you told him no?”

      “Pretty much.”

      A bolt of anger coursed through Nick, but he managed to tamp it down. “Well, that kind of makes me want to take you dancing, but we’ll save that for Valentine’s Day. He was going to pick you up for the dance anyway, even though you turned him down, but I talked him out of it.”

      “You did? Why?”

      “Because I told him you were my woman and I didn’t want him moving in on my territory.”

      Maddie pressed her lips together, her sea-blue eyes widening to comical proportions. “You did not. We were ten.”

      “That didn’t mean I wanted you dating my father,” Nick pointed out, grinning when he saw the mirth in her eyes. “Mad, you were always mine. As for the other stuff, you can’t go back in time and undo what’s been done. You can make a choice to move forward, though. Do you want to move forward?”

      “I … don’t … know.” It was the truth. Maddie had no idea what to feel. Part of her was angry, but not solely with George Hunter. “I kind of want to talk to my mother.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned. “You’re hoping your mother shows up today, aren’t you?”

      “She disappeared when I tried to talk to her about George the other day and I think she’s hiding now,” Maddie admitted. “I need to know if what that file said is true.”

      “Mad, it is true,” Nick supplied. “There are court records to back it up. Now, I don’t know what propelled George to want to do that at that exact point in time, but he did try to get closer to you at least twice. I’m also going to guess that he approached your mother before he ever took it to court and she shot him down.”

      The supposition caused Maddie’s heart to twist. “What makes you say that?”

      “Common sense, love,” Nick replied without hesitation. “A man doesn’t drop money on an attorney before he tries the free route. He had to approach your mother and be turned away for him to take the steps that he did.”

      “Huh. I hadn’t even considered that.” Maddie rubbed her bottom lip with her thumb. “I need to talk to her. I don’t understand why she’s hiding like this. It’s not fair. It makes things worse.”

      “I think she knows that.” Nick slipped his arms around Maddie’s waist and held her as close as possible for a few seconds, pressing a sweet kiss to her lips before releasing her. “That’s why she’ll come. If you need me today … .”

      Maddie’s smile was rueful. “I know where to find you.”

      “Don’t forget.” Because he could – and desperately felt the need – Nick graced Maddie with one more kiss. “Even if she did something wrong all of those years ago, that doesn’t change the fact that she was a great mother.”

      Maddie blinked back tears, surprised at the emotion threatening to boil over. “Nothing could ever change that.”

      

      MADDIE SPENT the bulk of the morning alone, taking advantage of the quiet time to dust and rearrange some shelves. For some reason, although she wasn’t fond of cleaning, Maddie found organizing shelves and counting inventory to be relaxing. That’s what she focused on until shortly before lunch, when a familiar presence wafted into the room.

      “I know you’re there.” Maddie didn’t bother turning away from the books she was arranging. “Did you think you could sneak in, get a look at me, and then sneak back out again?”

      Olivia considered doing just that but love for her only child wouldn’t allow it. “No.”

      “Have you been around? Have you been listening?”

      “Which answer will freak you out less?”

      “I don’t think you can give me an answer that doesn’t come with a certain amount of heartbreak,” Maddie admitted, dusting her hands off on the seat of her jeans as she stood. “I think we need to have a long discussion, Mom.”

      “I think you’re probably right.” Olivia heaved out a sigh. “Where is Mom? Perhaps she should be around for this.”

      “She’s been keeping herself scarce for the past few days,” Maddie replied. “I think she’s afraid to let something slip – something that she thinks you wouldn’t want me to know – so she’s been hanging around with the Pink Ladies instead of me.”

      “Does that upset you?” Olivia followed Maddie toward the kitchen, knowing her daughter well enough to realize only herbal tea would settle her roiling stomach.

      “Does it upset me that Granny can’t come home because she’s afraid? Yes.”

      Olivia chuckled despite the serious situation. “I don’t think it’s quite that dire, Sunshine. If Mom wanted to come home, she would. If she’s staying away, it’s because she’s up to something.”

      “You know what? On a normal day I would probably agree with you.” Maddie grabbed a tea bag from the cupboard and placed it in a mug before adding hot water. “This hasn’t been a normal week, though, let alone a normal day.”

      “So what do you think she’s doing?”

      “Making sure she doesn’t tell me a secret that you wouldn’t want me to know.”

      “And what secret is that?”

      Maddie tugged on her limited patience, reminding herself that screaming at her mother wouldn’t solve the problem. Olivia could come and go as she pleased and when she retreated, it was to a place Maddie couldn’t follow. So if Maddie lost her temper and Olivia decided she didn’t want to put up with the attitude, there was literally nothing Maddie could do to force her to remain on this plane of existence.

      Instead of immediately answering, Maddie retrieved the folder Nick brought home the previous night from the corner of the counter. She flipped it open, stared at the top page, and rubbed her forehead wearily as she debated how to begin.

      “Dale Kreskin ran a background check on George Hunter for Nick,” Maddie offered, her eyes remaining on the file in case she saw something in her mother’s expression that she didn’t want to bear witness to. “He came home with the information last night.”

      “I see.” Olivia’s voice was cool and remote. “And what did you find in the file?”

      “A lot of things I don’t care about, like the fact that he pays all of his parking tickets.”

      Olivia chuckled. “George isn’t the type to risk nonpayment of parking tickets. I’m going to guess that George isn’t the type to risk parking tickets, but it’s been a long time since we talked so … I really have no idea if that’s true.”

      “He works as one of those hatchet men who goes into a big company and helps them downsize,” Maddie continued. “It’s a deplorable job, but he’s actually got a good reputation in that field. Apparently he tries to save as many jobs as possible.”

      “That sounds like George.”

      “Does it?” Maddie finally lifted her chin and met her mother’s steady gaze. “I don’t know enough about him to know if that’s true. In fact, I don’t know anything about him.”

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Well, for starters, did he really try to modify your custody agreement when I was six … and then again when I was thirteen?” Maddie kept her voice even, but it took everything she had because something inside of her screamed for release.

      Olivia was a ghost so her appearance was fixed, but Maddie was almost certain the spirit paled as she floated on the other side of the counter.

      “It’s true, isn’t it?” Maddie tugged a hand through her hair, devastated. “I don’t understand why you kept me from him. If he wanted to see me … .”

      “It wasn’t just that he wanted to see you, and I can tell by the look on your face that you think I did it out of spite,” Olivia argued. “I didn’t. I did what I thought was best for you at the time.”

      “You thought never knowing my father was best for me?” Maddie was understandably dubious. “How does that work?”

      “We were too young to get married,” Olivia explained, ghostly fingertips moving through the file even though she lacked the strength to flip the pages. “I don’t blame George for that. I don’t blame myself either. When you’re young you think that love will last forever. You don’t think to look down the road because you can’t fathom the idea that it will fork and you both won’t take the same trail.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you wouldn’t let him see me.”

      “George wanted to see the world, go on constant adventures,” Olivia explained. “I thought that sounded fabulous, a great idea. I was all for it … until I turned up pregnant.”

      “I’m sorry I ruined things for you,” Maddie said dryly.

      “You didn’t ruin anything for me,” Olivia clarified. “Don’t say that. You gave me the perfect life, and that’s what I wanted to do for you. When I told George I was pregnant, initially he was thrilled. He started going on and on about life on the road with a baby. I explained to him that a baby needs stability – which he didn’t like – but he agreed that we should find a home base before your birth.

      “About that time I had a vision of a missing child and it became big news,” she continued. “We were in Ohio at the time. I was in several newspapers because I found the child, which allowed the police to find the kidnapper. That’s when George realized I was really psychic and he began to look at me differently.”

      “He didn’t know before then?”

      Olivia shook her head. “I told him, but he only heard what he wanted to hear. I think he thought I was making it up as part of some fortuneteller shtick. When he realized it was true … well … he didn’t like it.

      “Things spiraled pretty quickly after that,” she continued. “We fought all of the time. I found this house. He didn’t like the area. We were not compatible and I refused to stay married simply because I was having a baby. I did not want you growing up in a house where people were always fighting.”

      “So you broke up with him?”

      “We both knew the marriage was doomed,” Olivia clarified. “He took a new job – I guess it was a precursor to the job he does now – and said he hoped to arrange it to stop in and visit you every six months. I wasn’t okay with that. I wanted you to have a full-time father – or at least someone who could be trusted to make regular visits – and I told him that.

      “You have to understand that he was already weirded out about the fact that I was psychic,” she continued. “He needed some space, maybe some time. I wasn’t willing to give it. He also didn’t want to pay alimony and worried I would gouge him on child support. We came to an understanding of sorts.”

      “I know all about the understanding,” Maddie said. “He signed away custody and you promised to never go after him for child support.”

      “And I kept up my end of that bargain.”

      “Except you never took into account what would happen when he got older and matured,” Maddie challenged. “I thought the easiest road was leaving Nicky when I was eighteen. By the time I was twenty-eight, I knew that was the worst decision I’d ever made. People grow as they age. You didn’t give George Hunter that option.”

      Olivia’s eyes flashed. “I wanted your life to be steady. I won’t apologize for that.”

      “Mom, at a certain point it wasn’t about what you wanted,” Maddie pointed out, shaking her head as the pedestal she placed beneath the woman who gave birth to her began to erode. “I can maybe see why you kept him away when I was six. When I was thirteen, though? You have to admit that part of you was simply being cruel at that point.”

      “Not cruel,” Olivia corrected. “I was protecting you.”

      “You were protecting yourself.” Maddie made a face when the bell over the front door jangled. “I should’ve locked that. I need to see who is there. I’m assuming you’re going to run away again.”

      “I didn’t run away.”

      “You did,” Maddie argued. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t run far this time.”

      Olivia opened her mouth to argue and then snapped it shut. “I’ll be around. I want to check on a few things.”

      “George Hunter?”

      “Your grandmother.”

      Maddie had the grace to look abashed. “Tell her to come home. I want to talk to her, too.”

      “She can very rarely hear me. You know that.”

      “Something tells me she’ll hear you this time,” Maddie said. “I’m guessing she’s been waiting for you to show up for days. Go to her. Help her. Send her home.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “We’re not done talking about this, Mom,” Maddie warned, moving toward the doorway. “Don’t disappear … not this time.”

      “I won’t. I’ll be back.”

      Maddie wasn’t sure Olivia was telling the truth, but she had nothing but faith and history to rely on. “Make sure you are. You’re still my mother, no matter how angry I am.”
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      “How did Maddie take the information in the file?”

      Kreskin saw no reason to beat around the bush and dived right in to important matters as soon as Nick settled at his desk.

      “Better than I thought, which worries me.”

      Kreskin cocked an eyebrow. “Why does that worry you?”

      “I expected her to argue that the report was wrong or something,” Nick admitted, leaning back in his chair. “Olivia was her hero and to know that her own mother kept her from her father had to rip out her heart. She just kind of … sat there.”

      “Maybe the meltdown is still coming.”

      “I’m sure it is. I considered bringing her to work with me today, just for the record. She didn’t think it was a very good idea.”

      “I agree with her.”

      “She could’ve helped,” Nick argued. “Fran’s ghost is running around. I could’ve taken her back to the storage locker place and stayed with her there.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Because she wants to talk to her mother and I doubt very much that Olivia is going to show herself when I’m around.”

      Kreskin pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. He was aware of Maddie’s abilities, going so far as to question Nick at one time because he knew she was in trouble when he had no business knowing anything of the sort. Nick avoided the question at first, outright denied anything was going on a time or two, and then ultimately gave up the proverbial ghost and accepted that Kreskin would never rat out Maddie. Still, knowing all that was different from imagining Maddie having a screaming match with her dead mother.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it,” Nick said. “I know it’s weird for you.”

      “It’s not weird,” Kreskin corrected. “It’s just … okay, it’s weird. Still, it’s kind of cool. Do you think Olivia will show up and give Maddie what’s she’s looking for?”

      Nick shrugged. “I’ve never known Olivia to hide things from Maddie, but I’m starting to wonder if I’m remembering her through rose-colored glasses. Was she really a great mother or did I simply love her so much because she was kind to me and Maddie loved her more than anything?”

      “I wasn’t around when you guys were kids so I never got to see Olivia as a mother,” Kreskin said. “I still know she was a great one. You can’t wipe out an entire life because she might’ve made a mistake.”

      “Twice. She did it twice.”

      “Did she?” Kreskin wasn’t so sure. “Maddie was six the first time George Hunter showed back up in her life, at least as far as we know. I don’t blame Olivia for being leery. She wanted to protect her child.”

      “Except I’m pretty sure George approached her before then,” Nick argued. “He wouldn’t have gone straight to court.”

      “Fair point. Still, Maddie was six. Olivia was trying to protect her.”

      “And when Maddie was thirteen?”

      Kreskin held his hands palms up and shrugged. “Thirteen is a rough age. What was Maddie like at thirteen? Just know, if you say she was perfect with some moony look on your face I’m going to punch you.”

      Nick snorted. “She wasn’t perfect but … compared to the other girls her age, she was pretty darned close.”

      “From your perspective,” Kreskin said. “You never saw anything she did as wrong. Olivia might’ve recognized something in Maddie that you didn’t. Don’t go burning the woman at the stake until you hear her side of things.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” Nick heaved out a sigh. “Have you come across anything good on the case? It would be so much easier for me to devote all of my attention to Maddie if we could solve Fran’s murder.”

      “And we all know it’s about you and Maddie,” Kreskin teased, grabbing a file from his desk. “I do have some interesting stuff, though. The searches came through on Lola and Sam.”

      “Oh, man, I’m pretty sure I don’t want to hear this,” Nick muttered, rubbing his hand through his hair. “I already hate both of them. This is going to make me hate them even more, isn’t it?”

      “You have no idea.” Kreskin opened the folder. “So, we’ll start with Lola because she actually comes out looking better, if you can believe that.”

      “She’s still the devil.”

      “Oh, no doubt. So, Lola Livingston went to Michigan State University upon graduation,” Kreskin started. “She lasted exactly one year. Came back for the summer and then attended Central Michigan University. Any guesses why?”

      “She was lazy and failed out?”

      “Close. She was lazy, failed out, and apparently tried to blackmail a professor into giving her a passing grade.”

      “Oh, well, nice.” Nick rolled his eyes. “What else?”

      “She never did graduate from college,” Kreskin replied. “She attended five different schools, eventually landing at a community college for a semester before taking off to become a secretary at one of those places that books painters to come to your house and work.”

      “That’s not going to garner her a bunch of money.”

      “No, indeed,” Kreskin agreed. “She still gets money from Fran every month. Er, well, she did up until four months ago. Dora was right. Fran cut off the kids. Lola didn’t own a house or anything, but she’s on the verge of defaulting on her rent and car payment and her online shopping habits tend to mirror her mother’s.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “Nope.” Kreskin put down the file and grabbed another. “Sam is a complete and total drain on society. He also went to Michigan State University. He lasted two full years until another student accused him of stealing. The campus police investigated, found the pilfered jewelry, and Sam was expelled.”

      “Well, that’s not as bad as I expected,” Nick mused.

      “Give it time,” Kreskin instructed. “He then moved on to Western Michigan University, where he was accused of slipping a date rape drug in a girl’s drink and then having sex with her in the parking lot of a bar.”

      Nick was horrified. “Was he arrested?”

      “Yes, although the girl opted not to testify and I talked to the detective who handled the case,” Kreskin said. “He thinks that Fran paid off the girl, although we’re really going to have to dig if we expect to uncover that.”

      “It seems to fit the facts,” Nick noted. “Fran made it her job to cover up for the kids’ bad behavior, never making them stand on their own two feet and become real adults. She’s part of the reason they’re so heinous. I mean … I don’t like speaking ill of the dead … but Fran made those monsters.”

      “She did,” Kreskin agreed. “I think she must’ve realized that, though, because she was helping Sam with all of his bills until she cut him off four months ago. He’s in even worse financial shape than Lola.”

      “So four months ago Fran yanked the financial rug out from under her kids,” Nick mused. “That sounds like a motive for murder, especially if those kids think they’re entitled to their mother’s money.”

      “There’s more.” Kreskin almost looked amused when he grabbed the third file. “I talked to the attorney handling the case and he gave me some very interesting information.”

      “More interesting than the fact that Sam and Lola Livingston are deadbeats?”

      “Just wait.” Kreskin’s smirk was impish. “Four months ago Fran started paperwork to change her will. She was trying to firm up her financial holdings – which aren’t much, mind you. She also wanted her will changed so her children didn’t see one dime of her money.”

      “Oh, nice.” Nick perked up. “Did she give the kids notice? I thought that Fran’s death was too violent to be a hitman, but if the kids knew they weren’t getting any money – which seems unlikely given their reactions at the funeral home – they might’ve requested a painful death. They also might’ve paid off a bad hitman with the promise of money once they got their inheritance.”

      “That’s possible, but Fran never signed off on the will changes,” Kreskin said. “She was supposed to do it this week, but she died instead.”

      “Oh, well, that can’t be a coincidence.”

      “That’s my feeling, but the kids aren’t going to inherit anything anyway,” Kreskin pointed out. “The bill collectors are going to seize the bed and breakfast and sell it. Then they’ll have to pay what’s due on the mortgage Fran took out and then split up the rest. No one will see all of the money they’re owed.”

      “No? Just out of curiosity’s sake, who was Fran going to leave the bed and breakfast to?”

      “This is where things get really interesting.” Kreskin’s cheeks colored a bit, making Nick realize the conversation was due to take yet another turn.

      “Oh, I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “You would say that because you’re a pervert,” Kreskin muttered. “The estate guy said that Fran was leaving the bed and breakfast to Dora Walker.”

      Nick tilted his head to the side, considering. “I can see that if they’re friends. Dora would be more likely to take care of the bed and breakfast than Fran’s rotten kids. I’m not sure why you’re blushing like a virgin on prom night about that, though.”

      “It’s the part the estate lawyer added,” Kreskin said. “He said that he couldn’t be sure, but he was almost positive that Dora and Fran were lovers. Like … the big L.”

      “Does that L stand for lesbians or lovers?”

      “I guess it could be both.”

      Nick chuckled. “Well, huh. We’ve been assuming that Sterling and Fran divorced because of her shopping addiction. Maybe they divorced because Fran realized she preferred women to men.”

      “That’s definitely a possibility,” Kreskin agreed. “I’m wondering if the kids knew that Fran was going to give everything to Dora. That would certainly be the best motive we have.”

      “I can see that. Where do you want to go from here?”

      “We need to talk to Lola and Sam’s neighbors and see if they have any information.”

      “Like maybe they saw Lola and Sam meeting with a squirrelly looking guy in a dark parking lot?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Okay, I’ll take Sam and you can take Lola,” Nick offered.

      “Why are you taking Sam?”

      “Because Lola weirds me out,” Nick admitted. “She looks at me like I’m eggs and she’s the toast she wants to dunk in my yolk.”

      Kreskin chortled. “Now that’s funny.”

      “I do my best.”

      

      MADDIE HOPED she didn’t look shell-shocked when she made her way into the store. She tucked a strand of her flaxen hair behind her ear and pasted on a bright smile as she greeted the woman standing by the front door. There was something familiar about her – long dark hair cascading past the woman’s shoulders – but Maddie couldn’t put her finger on why the woman seemed familiar.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Yeah. I need a reading and I want good news.”

      Maddie kept her face impassive. “I see. Um … I don’t really control whether or not the news is good or bad. I can only tell you what I see.”

      “I understand that, but I need good news.” The woman brazenly walked toward the table in the corner, the tarot cards perched at the center beckoning. “You see, my mother just died and I thought I was going to get some money out of the situation. I just found out yesterday that might not be the case. I need you to tell me that the cops are lying.”

      Maddie realized almost instantly that she was looking at Lola Livingston. Now that she had a name to put with the face, she recognized the girl. “You’re Lola.”

      Lola’s eyes widened. “How did you know that? Did the spirits tell you that?”

      Maddie chewed on her bottom lip as she shuffled toward the open chair across from where Lola sat. “I was a few years ahead of you in high school. I’m Maddie Graves.”

      “Oh, right.” Lola’s expression momentarily darkened. “You’re engaged to Nick Winters, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” Maddie confirmed, grabbing the deck so she could shuffle it. “Did he tell you that? I know he met you at the funeral parlor yesterday.”

      “He told me he was engaged but didn’t mention to whom,” Lola answered. “He thought I was hitting on him or something.”

      “Oh, well, he’s very handsome so he gets that a lot.”

      “Yes, but I wouldn’t date a cop.” Lola rolled her dark eyes. “I ate at the diner last night, though, and ran into Marla Proctor. She said he was engaged to you.”

      “Well, if Marla said it … .”

      “She’s still a bitch,” Lola added. “She hates you.”

      “I’m well aware.” Maddie shifted uncomfortably on her seat. “You want a standard reading?”

      Lola nodded as she grabbed the deck to cut it. “I want good news.”

      “I hope I can come through for you.” Maddie started dealing the cards, her mind busy as she decided how to carry on the conversation. “I was sorry to hear about your mother. She was a nice lady.”

      “She was a loser,” Lola corrected. “She was a loser who divorced my father and never left Blackstone Bay. What do you call someone who doesn’t leave Blackstone Bay? Wait … why am I asking you that? You got out and came back. That probably makes you a loser, too.”

      “Yes, well … .” Maddie tucked her tongue into her cheek. “I was still sorry to hear about her passing. That was a hard way for her to go. No one should go that way.”

      “How do you know how she went?”

      “Nick and I live together. He told me.”

      “He lives here?” Lola glanced around appraisingly. “Does he look as good naked as he does clothed?”

      There was no way Maddie would answer that question. “I think we should focus on the cards. It shows here that you’re about to go through a big change.”

      “Is that a good or bad thing?”

      “I guess it depends on your perspective,” Maddie replied, knitting her eyebrows as she stared at the cards. No matter how she looked at them, she couldn’t find one positive thing to relate back to Lola. “A lot of things in your life will be shifting soon,” she murmured. “I see a move in your future.”

      “To a mansion?” Lola looked excited. “I’ve always wanted to live in a mansion. This house kind of looks like a mansion from the outside – an old mansion, though. I want a new mansion. What color will my mansion be?”

      Maddie didn’t see anything remotely resembling a mansion in the cards. “I don’t know. I can’t see that clearly.”

      “Oh, well, I can always paint it when I buy it,” Lola muttered. “How about my brother? I would like to hear that I’m going to get everything and he’s going to get nothing.”

      “My understanding is that there’s very little to get,” Maddie said, choosing her words carefully. “Your mother was not a rich woman.”

      “Oh, that’s crap,” Lola snapped. “She sent us money all of the time until a few months ago when that moron Dora told her to stop doing it because we weren’t thankful. Of course we weren’t thankful. Mom was a loser. Why would we be thankful for that? We still wanted the money.”

      Maddie’s stomach flipped as she tamped down her violent dislike of Lola Livingston. “That doesn’t change the fact that your mother didn’t have any money to leave you,” she pressed. “I don’t see a mansion in your future.”

      Lola narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits. “You’re lying.”

      “I have no reason to lie.”

      “You’re lying because I’m supposed to get my inheritance and be set for life. That’s how I always planned it.”

      “Things change.”

      “Not that much.” Lola slapped her hands on the table. “Now, give me the reading I want or I’m leaving.”

      Maddie met the woman’s gaze with a cool one of her own. “The door is right over there. Don’t let it hit you on your way out.”
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      Maddie was restless following Lola’s visit so she put in a call to Nick.

      “Hey, love. Are you okay?”

      Maddie had to force herself to refrain from exploding. “I’m fine. You need to stop asking that.”

      “I can’t stop asking that because I love you,” Nick countered. “When you love someone you always ask them that question.”

      Maddie tilted her head to the side, conflicted. “I don’t ask you that question on a daily basis.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You do it when you kiss me each morning,” Nick argued. “You give me a kiss, stare into my eyes as if reading my mind, and that makes me happy. It’s the same as asking how I’m doing.”

      “Uh-huh.” Maddie wasn’t even remotely convinced. “How is me kissing you the same as you badgering me about what I’m feeling?”

      “I’m not badgering you.”

      “You sound like you’re badgering her,” Kreskin interjected from somewhere behind Nick, causing Maddie to smile.

      “See. You should listen to Dale.”

      “I’m going to pretend you never said that,” Nick said, faux outrage practically dripping from his tongue. “You’re supposed to be my girl … and I’m right.”

      “You’re just talking to hear yourself talk at this point,” Maddie countered. “It’s fine. You have a nice voice.”

      “Thank you very much.”

      They lapsed into momentary silence, Nick breaking it first.

      “So, how are you feeling?”

      Maddie blew out a dramatic sigh rather than scream, sucking in a breath before answering. “Nicky, I really am okay.”

      “You’re not, but you’re doing your very best to prove to others that you are,” Nick countered. “Did you talk to your mother?”

      “I did and she admitted he tried to see me.”

      Maddie said it in such a matter-of-fact manner that Nick couldn’t help being surprised. “What did you say?”

      “I said that it wasn’t fair and she explained that she didn’t care about being fair as much she cared about protecting me.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “Should I call my dead mother a liar?”

      “Mad, that’s not what I’m suggesting.” Nick chose his words carefully because he knew he was about to fall through some very thin ice if he let his mouth get ahead of him. “I know your mother wanted to protect you more than anything. Sometimes she made errors in judgment, though.

      “That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” he added hurriedly. “No one is perfect, Mad, or infallible. Your mother was as close to perfect as you can get, but she still wasn’t perfect. She was desperate to protect you … and what you can do … but not everything she did was without reproach.”

      “You’re talking about the fact that she told me to keep my ability a secret,” Maddie murmured. “You wish she wouldn’t have done that so I would’ve told you the truth and never left Blackstone Bay.”

      “That’s only half true,” Nick countered. “If you expect me to be thrilled about the fact that we spent ten years apart – and that you simply stopped talking to me out of the blue – I’m not.”

      “Nicky … .”

      “Shh.” Nick wasn’t in the mood to revisit their earlier strife, but he couldn’t ignore it either. “Your mother stressed how it important it was to protect yourself. She knew that I would never purposely hurt you, though, and she wanted you to tell me the truth. That was a dichotomy within her. Maybe something similar happened with your father.”

      “Like?”

      “I don’t know,” Nick replied. “What did Olivia say?”

      “She said that she couldn’t rely on him to hang around so she didn’t want him showing up in my life in case I got attached to him and he took off again.”

      “I think that’s fairly pragmatic.”

      “But? I can hear the ‘but’ in your voice, Nicky You might as well tell me.”

      “I’m not going to get into a fight with you, Maddie, mostly because I can tell you’re spoiling for one,” Nick said. “You don’t want to fight with me. You want to fight with your mother. Did she take off before you could do that?”

      “Kind of,” Maddie admitted, annoyed. “We were in the kitchen and someone came into the store. I told Mom I wasn’t done talking to her, but she insisted on finding Granny.”

      “I’m starting to get a little worried about Maude, too,” Nick admitted. “I think you and I should track her down tonight once my shift is over. We need to check in.”

      “She’s hiding because she doesn’t want me to question her,” Maddie countered. “She knows the truth and she doesn’t want to let anything slip because she’s protecting Mom.”

      “Yeah, I figured that out myself.”

      “Quite frankly, this is all Lola Livingston’s fault,” Maddie complained. “If she hadn’t come into the store when she did I could’ve kept digging at Mom until she told me everything.”

      “I … Lola Livingston? Wait … go back to your mother first.” Nick was clearly confused. “You said she admitted that George Hunter tried to modify the custody agreement.”

      “She did, but I know she’s holding something more back,” Maddie explained. “I just can’t figure out what it is. She’s already admitted to the bulk of it – although reluctantly, of course. That must mean that what’s left is the worst of it.”

      Nick swallowed hard. He hadn’t considered that. “Whatever it is, I’m with you.”

      “I know that.”

      “Good. Now tell me about Lola Livingston. Why do you blame her for not questioning Olivia further?”

      “Oh, yeah, I guess you would probably be interested in that part of the story,” Maddie conceded, realization dawning. “I should’ve thought about that sooner. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine, Mad. Just tell me now.”

      “She came into the shop,” Maddie said. “She’s the one who interrupted my conversation with Mom.”

      “She came into Magicks? Why?”

      “She wanted a reading.”

      “But … why?”

      “Well, long story short, she wanted me to tell her that you were lying to her and that she was about to become rich and purchase a mansion,” Maddie replied. “She was also keen to make sure that her brother got nothing and she got everything.”

      “Really?” Nick wasn’t surprised, but he had to admire the woman’s gall. “How did she think you were going to ensure that for her?”

      “That’s a very good question and I have no idea. She got angry and I told her she could leave.”

      “You kicked her out?” Nick was understandably amused by the visual. “Well, that sounds fun. I’m sorry I missed it.”

      “I’m sorry, too.” Maddie heaved out a sighed before straightening. “So … um … I know you don’t want me wandering around because you think I’m going to fall down under the weight of George Hunter’s return, but I was thinking I might head over to the salon.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you wandering around, Mad,” Nick clarified. “I’m just a little worried about you running into George when I’m not with you. For some reason his presence seems to render you mute and I don’t like that.”

      “That makes two of us,” Maddie said. “I don’t want to hang around here alone right now, though. I doubt very much that George Hunter is going to track me down in Cuts & Curls.”

      Nick pursed his lips. She was right. He knew that. “Okay, well, thank you for calling. If you need me, don’t hesitate to call again. I promise if you do I won’t ask how you’re doing.”

      “That would be great,” Maddie enthused. “I’ll still kiss you senseless when I see you because you seem to like it so much.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Nick almost disconnected, but then something occurred to him. “By the way, while you’re in the salon, ask the gossip queen if he knows anything about Fran being a lesbian.”

      “Okay. Sure. I … wait. What?”

      

      CHRISTY WAS holding court in the middle of the salon when Maddie entered, telling some story from earlier in the week when John decided to romance her with a raw chicken and a recipe he found on the internet. Maddie had heard the story at least twice, but she wasn’t opposed to hearing it again because the ending was hilarious.

      “And I told him that as much as I enjoy chicken, roses and chocolates would be preferred the next time he decides to get amorous,” Christy said, waving as Maddie sat at one of the empty workstations. “He decided that he was going to prove the chicken was romantic so he cooked it. He even put on an apron. At a certain point, he wore nothing but the apron – and then things really did get romantic.”

      The roomful of women broke out in riotous guffaws. Maddie knew Christy wasn’t quite done yet.

      “The chicken was delicious,” Christy said. “My recipe was better. So much better.”

      The laughter doubled and Maddie snickered as she relaxed in the chair, the weight of the last few days lifting from her diminutive shoulders. She needed this, she realized. She needed time away from the worries zipping around in her head. Relaxation and mindless gossip were key to making things better.

      The light feeling only lasted a few moments and then she realized that Cassidy was in the salon, sitting in a chair located at the back corner of the over-sized room. She had foil in her hair, suggesting she was getting highlights, and the look on her face when she locked gazes with Maddie was unreadable.

      “So, how was your day, Maddie?” Christy asked, sensing Maddie’s good mood had shifted and knowing perfectly well why. She couldn’t very well kick Cassidy out of the salon before rinsing her hair so she had no choice but to alleviate the tension.

      “It’s been quiet,” Maddie said, shifting. “Other than a visit from Lola Livingston, I’ve been on my own most of the day.”

      “I’m surprised Nick let you out of his sight for that long.” Cassidy said the words in a low tone but there was no mistaking the fact that she expected people to hear her. If she was going for laughs, she failed miserably.

      “Nick is at work,” Maddie said simply. “He has his hands full with Fran Livingston’s murder.”

      “Yeah, what’s going on with that?” Christy asked, thankful to have something else to focus the group’s attention on. “When we had dinner with you the other night Nick had barely gotten into the investigation.”

      “I’m not sure what’s going on,” Maddie admitted. “There seems to be a lot of innuendo where Fran was concerned. You’re the queen of Blackstone Bay’s gossip circle. Tell me what you know about Fran.”

      “Fran?” Christy didn’t bother to hide her amusement. “Well, Fran was a unique soul, that’s for sure. She was generally pretty easy to get along with … as long as you didn’t buy something she wanted from the flea market at the summer festival.”

      The room filled with the sound of chuckles again, causing Maddie to arch an eyebrow. “I don’t understand. What does the summer festival have to do with anything?”

      “It’s not specifically the summer festival,” Christy explained, her hands busy with scissors as she worked on Agnes Rutherford’s hair. “It’s just … Fran enjoyed shopping.”

      “Oh, boy, did she ever,” Agnes enthused.

      “She didn’t much care if it was at the supermarket or flea market,” Christy continued. “She kept the UPS and FedEx delivery people busy, too. I guess it was three summers ago, though, when she found some antique lamp she wanted. Does everyone remember this story?”

      “I do,” Agnes confirmed. “It was the talk of the Pink Ladies circle for weeks.”

      “Fran wasn’t a Pink Lady, though,” Maddie argued. “Granny said so.” Before she disappeared, she silently added. She definitely needed to track down her grandmother tonight. She hated to admit it – Maude was feisty and could take care of herself, after all – but Maddie was definitely starting to get worried about her grandmother.

      “No, but you don’t have to be a Pink Lady to get swept up in the gossip,” Agnes said.

      “Anyway, Fran found a lamp she loved, but the vendor would only take cash and Fran kept trying to force a credit card on him,” Christy said. “He agreed to hold the lamp for her while she ran back to the bed and breakfast for some cash.

      “While the seller waited, Harriet Proctor showed up and fell in love with the lamp, too,” she continued. “I’m sure you can see where this story is going.”

      Maddie could indeed. “Harriet bought the lamp.”

      “The guy told Harriet he was holding the lamp for Fran and Harriet outbid her by a dollar and took the lamp,” Christy clarified. “Then she proceeded to tell anyone who would listen that she stole the lamp right out from under Fran.

      “Needless to say, Fran was livid when she got back and had a complete and total meltdown,” she continued. “She pulled Harriet’s hair and everything. They got down and dirty on the ground and threw a few punches, although they were chick punches so they didn’t do any real damage. Ever since then, Fran has been a cautionary tale reminding people to bring cash to the flea market.”

      Maddie didn’t want to laugh – Fran was dead, after all – but she couldn’t help herself. “Yes, well, only in Blackstone Bay could that be a story people still tell.”

      “It’s a quiet place and that kept us in gossip for weeks,” Christy conceded. “Is that what you were looking for when you asked me for Fran gossip?”

      “It’s a very intriguing story,” Maddie said. “I was more interested in the one about her being a lesbian.” Maddie expected the women to whisper or balk, but not one of them so much as batted an eyelash. “Er, wait, is that true? I told Nicky that had to be made up. I mean … Fran was married for almost thirty years.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Christy countered. “Back when Fran was getting married it wasn’t okay to be a lesbian.”

      “It’s still not okay,” Agnes argued.

      “Says you,” Christy shot back. “I don’t care what anyone does in their personal life as long as they’re not raping, killing, stealing, or kicking puppies. Now face the mirror and don’t say anything obnoxious.”

      Agnes made a “harrumphing” sound but did as she was told as Christy turned her full attention to Maddie.

      “Are you upset because Fran was a lesbian or because no one told you?”

      “I have no idea,” Maddie admitted. “I’m not sure what to make of the entire thing. I never even thought about it but apparently Fran was in the midst of changing her will to leave the bed and breakfast to a … um … friend. She was going to cut her kids out of the will.”

      “Well, her kids were always jerks so I’m glad she finally came to her senses on them,” Christy said. “As for the bed and breakfast – let me guess – she was going to leave it to Dora Walker.”

      Maddie’s mouth dropped open. “So they were together? I’m so confused. I thought that had to be some made-up gossip.”

      “Most gossip has a ring of truth,” Christy noted. “For example, for years everyone knew that Nick was off limits because he was pining for you. We had no proof of it but look how things turned out. You’re engaged and getting married.”

      “Yes, but … .” Maddie wasn’t sure why Christy changed the subject so suddenly, especially with Cassidy in attendance.

      “While we’re on that subject,” Christy continued, unbothered by Maddie’s warning look. “I want to pick out my own bridesmaid dress. I think that should be allowed for the maid of honor.”

      Maddie pursed her lips. “Who said you’re going to be maid of honor?”

      “I did. We both know I am so there’s no sense in pretending otherwise.”

      She wasn’t wrong but that didn’t stop Maddie from being agitated. “Can we return to the topic at hand? I promise to involve you in every wedding decision when we get to that point. We haven’t even picked a date yet.”

      “Oh, you still want to talk about Fran and Dora being lesbians?” Christy was disappointed. “That’s old news. It’s not like they were lipstick lesbians or anything. They didn’t do anything trashy. They kept to themselves and knitted a lot while watching QVC.”

      “I understand that,” Maddie said. “What I don’t understand is why I never knew this. Nick seemed surprised, too.”

      Christy was blasé. “Yes, but you and Nick are in your own little world. Does Fran being a lesbian have something to do with her murder?”

      “I … don’t know.” Maddie honestly didn’t. “I think it’s simply another angle to pursue.”

      “Well, that sounds fun for you and Nick to do together when you’re not reading your dirty books,” Christy said. “I want to talk about you, though, since you’re the one with the really big gossip. Tell me about your father and his sudden appearance. I haven’t seen you in days to get the skinny on him.”

      Maddie’s heart flopped as momentary panic overtook her. “Um, yeah, on that note … I think I should be going.”

      Christy was petulant. “But you just got here.”

      “And yet I can’t get away fast enough. That’s a credit to you.”

      Christy beamed. “Thank you.”

      “I’m not sure that was a compliment,” Agnes noted.

      “You’re still in quiet mode,” Christy admonished. “I can’t help it if I like gossip. It’s in my genes.”
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      Maddie couldn’t get out of Cuts & Curls fast enough, catching her breath on the front walk before turning toward the coffee shop. She needed a distraction, a break from talk of George Hunter and what his return meant for her life going forward. Going home wasn’t the answer because the house was empty and Maddie wasn’t keen on being alone with nothing but her oppressive thoughts.

      So, what was the answer? Maddie decided, for now, it was coffee.

      Once she completed her purchase, Maddie decided to walk around town. It was February so it was far from warm, but it wasn’t cold enough to dissuade her. She had mittens and a coat, the sun was shining, and she was happy for a bit of fresh air as she traversed the town.

      She didn’t make it far before she heard someone calling her name. She swiveled quickly, terrified for a moment that her mother had tracked her down and meant to have their showdown in public. Instead she found Cassidy Dunham closing the distance, her freshly highlighted hair gleaming in the sun.

      “What do you want?” Maddie asked, her frustration evident. “I’m not in the mood for a fight.”

      “Who said I want to fight?” Cassidy challenged, running a hand through her hair as she caught up. “I wasn’t sure I would catch you.”

      “I got coffee.” Maddie lamely held up the cup for proof. “I thought you were getting your hair highlighted.”

      “I was almost done when you came in,” Cassidy explained. “You didn’t stay very long, though. I wanted to talk to you. I’m glad you’re still hanging around.”

      “Why?” Maddie used to feel guilty about the way she got together with Nick. He didn’t break up with Cassidy straight away, instead keeping her at a distance while everyone in town took bets on when he and Maddie would get together. Maddie knew it was a strain on the woman and she felt bad for putting Cassidy through any turmoil. Ever since her breakup with Nick, though, Cassidy had been nothing but nasty and Maddie was at her limit. “I’m not in the mood for whatever nonsense you’re about to spew.”

      “I try really hard not to spew nonsense,” Cassidy argued. “I’m a teacher. I don’t think the parents of my students would like it if I was spewing nonsense.”

      “You still haven’t told me what you want.”

      “I want to talk to you,” Cassidy said, uncomfortably shifting from one foot to the other. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just … want to talk.”

      Maddie took comfort from the fact that Cassidy looked as unsettled as she felt. That didn’t mean she wanted to talk to the woman. “I’m not sure what we have to talk about. I’m tired of apologizing for being happy.”

      “That’s not what I want,” Cassidy protested.

      “That’s exactly what you want,” Maddie argued. “You’ve spent the last nine months glaring at me … and hating me … and wishing something terrible would happen to me. Before that you wanted all those things, but you pretended to be nice because you thought that would somehow placate Nick. I prefer it when you’re overt with the hostility.”

      “Believe it or not, I like to think of myself as a pleasant person,” Cassidy said, clearly struggling to maintain her temper. “While I admit that my attitude where you’re concerned isn’t great … you have to meet me in the middle here. If you were standing where I was standing, you wouldn’t be happy either.”

      “I spent ten years being unhappy,” Maddie reminded her. “While I do have some sympathy for you – and I had a lot more before you started acting crazy – you’ve now spent more time separated from Nick than you ever did with him.”

      “That’s true, but … .”

      Maddie shook her head to cut off whatever Cassidy was going to say. “Everyone in this town knew that Nick had a six-month cycle. He dated a woman for that amount of time and then walked away with a smile and a wave.

      “Now, I get that you thought you were going to be the one to break the cycle,” she continued. “I think every single woman he dated desperately wanted that. I’m not sure how many of them really thought it was going to happen, but that was the dream.

      “My problem isn’t that you thought you were going to be the exception,” Maddie said. “Nick is something worth holding on to, after all, so I get that. My problem is that you decided to try and manipulate him and hurt me to do it. That’s where I draw the line … and I’m done.”

      Cassidy blinked several times in rapid succession, finally sucking in a breath and exhaling slowly. “I guess I deserved that.”

      “Cassidy, I don’t want to hurt you,” Maddie said, sympathy bubbling up despite her earlier words. “I just want to live my life.”

      “And that’s why I chased you down,” Cassidy said. “I know that I acted weird when I found out you were engaged to Nick – and I know that I should’ve realized this was coming – but I need you to know that I’m not going to do anything to hurt you. I’ve moved on.”

      Maddie sincerely doubted that. “You’ve moved on? You just chased your ex-boyfriend’s current girlfriend down the sidewalk.”

      “To tell you that there’s no reason to avoid me,” Cassidy supplied. “We’re never going to be friends. You did save my life, though. I know you think I’m blind, but I’m not. I see that Nick loves you. I won’t pretend that it doesn’t hurt, but he never looked at me with even a quarter of the emotion that he beams in your direction whenever he sees you.

      “I get it,” she continued. “I heard the stories about the two of you when we started dating. People warned me. I didn’t want to listen. That’s on me. I won’t pretend that it didn’t hurt to find out that you two were essentially living together almost before we broke up, but it’s over and done with.

      “You and Nick are going to get married,” Cassidy said, her voice strong and true. “Soon you’ll be having kids. I have no doubt you’re going to live happily ever after. I’m not like Marla. I haven’t convinced myself that this is a game and Nick is going to wise up. You are what Nick wants.

      “So, I want you to know that I don’t like you, but I don’t hate you and I know that I owe you for saving my life.” Cassidy ran her finger over the side of her nose, her lips curving a bit. “I want you to be happy. I know you will be. I am sorry for the things I’ve done, but I’m honestly over all of this.”

      Maddie stared at her for a long time before finally nodding. “Thank you for that … I guess.”

      “You’re welcome. Oh, by the way, you should definitely let Christy pick out her own bridesmaid dress. If you don’t, you’ll never hear the end of it.”

      This time Maddie didn’t fight the emerging smile. “I guess we finally can agree on something, huh?”

      

      MADDIE FELT better after her conversation with Cassidy. Nick would warn her to take whatever the woman said with a grain of salt – and then slam a bottle of wine so she would be drunk enough not to care – but Maddie honestly believed Cassidy meant what she said. Of course, once the woman had a few drinks with Marla Proctor whispering in her ear that might change, but for now Cassidy appeared to be one less thing for Maddie to worry about.

      Instead of turning home, Maddie continued toward the bed and breakfast. She was hoping to run into Fran’s ghost because now that she knew the rumor mill indicated that Fran was having a relationship with Dora, odds were that Fran’s spirit was torn between two places. She loved her trinkets, but she loved Dora, too. Well, maybe. Maddie still couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that she didn’t know about Fran and Dora. She felt like an idiot for overlooking that clue.

      The bed and breakfast was quiet when she entered, and it only occurred to her after the fact that she risked running into George Hunter by coming here. Briefly she wondered if subconsciously she recognized that fact. It was too distressing to dwell on, though, so she pushed it out of her head.

      Instead she wandered up to the front desk, fixed the middle-aged woman behind it with a warm smile, and hoped she wouldn’t make a fool of herself when she started the interrogation. “How are you today?”

      Dora Walker still wasn’t wearing makeup, or if she was, she cried enough each day to wash it away fairly quickly. Her eyes were puffy, her skin sallow, and her expression was vacant. “Can I help you?”

      Maddie realized fairly quickly that “how are you” was as dumb for her to say to Dora as it was for Nick to keep asking the question of Maddie. She decided to take a different tack. “You’re probably really suffering, huh? You were Fran’s closest friend, weren’t you?”

      Dora shrugged, her expression hard to read. “Did you know Fran? I thought you just moved to town a few months ago.”

      “I grew up in Blackstone Bay,” Maddie corrected. “I moved away when I went to college and settled in the Detroit suburbs for about five years before moving back after my mother died.”

      “Oh, well, I guess I didn’t realize that about you.” Dora was clearly distracted. “Did you like Fran?”

      “She seemed nice whenever we had occasion to cross paths.” That wasn’t technically a lie, Maddie reminded herself. Maddie knew Fran was a bit hard to deal with, but she didn’t openly hate the woman or anything. “I understand you guys were really close.”

      “We were,” Dora agreed. “We both liked to knit and watch QVC. Of course, a lot of people like that so I guess our relationship wasn’t special or anything. Still, we got along and I really love working here. This place feels like home to me.”

      “Yes, well … I heard that they’ll probably have to sell the Bayside,” Maddie said. “Fran’s finances weren’t great and the bill collectors will insist that the bed and breakfast be sold to cover her bills.”

      Dora seemed legitimately surprised by the news. “But … she couldn’t possibly have been in that much financial trouble. This bed and breakfast does a fine business. I know she gave a lot of money to her kids, but she stopped doing that when I pointed out that her kids were never going to stand on their own two feet unless she pushed them out of the nest.”

      That was a nice way of looking at it, Maddie thought. It was more like Fran served as a human crutch for her kids for the bulk of their lives and then shoved them out of the nest and expected them to walk with only one leg each. “Yes, well, it’s sad all around. It wasn’t just the money she gave the kids, though. She had three lockers at the storage place out on the highway. They were jam packed with the stuff she bought over the internet and from the television shopping channels.”

      “But how much could really be there?” Dora protested.

      “I’m no expert, but I’m guessing it could’ve easily been a good hundred grand worth of stuff,” Maddie volunteered. “I know a lot of that stuff was expensive and I’m sure the bulk of it will be seized by the bill collectors.”

      “But … .” Dora was distraught. “She had to have made plans for her death. She loved this place more than anything. She wouldn’t have risked it for a bunch of junk she bought while watching infomercials.”

      “My understanding is that she was in the middle of changing her will,” Maddie volunteered, opting to put everything out there and deal with Nick’s anger later if it came to it. She needed to see Dora’s reaction to the news … and the inevitable question that would follow. “She was going to leave the bed and breakfast to you, although I’m not sure how she planned on getting around the bill collectors to do that.”

      Dora brightened considerably. “Me?”

      “Well, yeah,” Maddie hedged. “You guys were … um … girlfriends, right?”

      “We were definitely the best of friends,” Dora agreed.

      “Were you more than that?”

      It took Dora a moment to realize what Maddie was asking. “I’m sorry, are you insinuating that Fran and I were … like … um … kissing girlfriends?”

      Maddie was secretly glad Dora found a way to phrase the question so she wouldn’t have to do it herself. “That’s the rumor.”

      Instead of being horrified, Dora broke out in raucous laughter. “Lesbians? You think we were lesbians? Can’t two women of a certain age simply like to hang out together without people thinking they’re doing something?”

      That was a fair question. Maddie didn’t have an answer and she was starting to feel defensive. “I didn’t start the rumor. In fact, I laughed at it, too. Everyone else seemed to think it was true, though.”

      “Who is everyone else?”

      “Oh, well … .”

      “You’re friends with Christy Ford, right?” Dora’s grin was impish. “Everyone at that hair salon spreads gossip like it’s going out of style. That doesn’t mean it’s true.”

      “Oh, well, I guess that’s fair,” Maddie supplied. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “You didn’t. I’m just surprised Fran is leaving me the bed and breakfast. Maybe things will work out and I’ll be able to keep it, run it the way she would want. That could be her legacy.”

      “I said she was in the middle of changing her will,” Maddie clarified. “She never finished it. The kids are getting the Bayside but … there’s no way they’ll be able to keep it either. It’s going to be sold at auction and the kids probably won’t end up with a thing once all of the debts are settled.”

      “Oh, well … .” Dora looked disappointed. Maddie didn’t blame her. “Still, it was a nice thought on Fran’s part.”

      “It definitely was,” Maddie agreed. “I … .” Her eyes drifted to the top of the stairs when she saw movement, her eyes locking with George Hunter’s as her heart rolled.

      “Maddie?” George’s expression reflected a mixture of excitement and worry. “What are you doing here?”

      Maddie heaved out a sigh. That was a very good question … and now she was going to have to come up with a plausible answer.
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      “What are you doing here?” George hurriedly made his descent, never breaking eye contact with Maddie in case she decided to break the spell and bolt through the front door. “Not that I’m not glad to see you here,” he added hurriedly. “I’m very glad to see you. In fact … I’m so glad to see you.”

      Maddie swallowed the mad urge to laugh as she looked him up and down. It was clear she got her tendency to babble from him. “I actually didn’t come here to see you.” She saw no reason to lie. “It didn’t even occur to me until I was already inside.”

      George’s face fell. “Oh, well … .”

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t talk,” Maddie interjected, keeping her face placid without reflecting welcome. “I didn’t come here for that. Er, well, maybe I did. Maybe subconsciously I knew I would run into you and decided I just had to talk to Dora because of that. That would be just like me.”

      George didn’t bother to hide his smile. “Well, at least you’re opening your mouth this time. That’s progress.”

      Maddie matched him grin for grin. “Yes, well, I tend to look inward when I don’t know how to handle what’s going on outward.”

      “You get that from me.”

      “I figured. Mom was never that way.”

      George stiffened a bit at mention of Olivia. “I was sorry to hear about her passing.”

      “Were you?” Maddie cocked a dubious eyebrow. “I would think you would be happy she’s gone.”

      “Why would you say something like that?”

      Maddie shrugged, legitimately uncomfortable. “Because you left her. You divorced her. You didn’t want her … or me.”

      George ran his tongue over his teeth, sparing a glance for the front desk where Dora worked. The woman stared intently in their direction, making him uncomfortable. “Do you want to take a walk with me?”

      Maddie was surprised by the offer, but not opposed to it. “I guess that would be okay.” She flicked her eyes to the large doors at the front of the inn. “There’s a small park across the street. We can go there.”

      “That would be good,” George said, shrugging into his coat. “I think we have a lot to talk about.”

      

      “HEY, NICK, do you have a minute?”

      Nick glanced up from the paperwork he perused, doing his best not to scowl when he saw Cassidy hovering in the doorway that separated the hallway from the office he shared with Kreskin. “I’m kind of busy here.”

      Cassidy refused to take the obvious brush-off personally. “It will just take a minute.”

      Nick shifted his eyes to Kreskin’s empty chair. His partner volunteered to run to the diner to pick up lunch and was due back any minute. He wasn’t keen on playing out some emotional drama in front of Kreskin because he knew he’d never hear the end of it. “I guess, but if this turns into a wailing and sobbing thing I’m not going to be happy.”

      “I’ll try to refrain,” Cassidy said dryly, rolling her eyes as she stepped into the room. “I just ran into Maddie.”

      Nick stiffened, Cassidy’s tone setting his teeth on edge. “Did you say something to her?”

      “I did.”

      “What?”

      “I told her that I wasn’t happy for her, but I understand it now,” Cassidy replied. “I told her I wasn’t interested in making her uncomfortable so there’s no reason for her to hide and shrink when she sees me. That part of our lives is … done.”

      “That part of our lives is done,” Nick agreed, leaning back in his chair. “I take it you were at the salon. Maddie said she was going to spend some time with Christy.”

      “That’s where I saw her,” Cassidy confirmed. “Then I talked to her outside after. She had a coffee … and a hat pulled over her ears … and she looked cute and I barely wanted to punch her for it.”

      Nick smirked at Cassidy’s proud pronouncement. “Was it the hat with the cat ears?”

      Cassidy nodded.

      “She does look cute in that hat.” Nick stroked the line of his jaw as he debated how to finish the conversation. “I’m sure that finding out Maddie and I are engaged was difficult for you. I didn’t give it a lot of thought before we saw you at the restaurant, but perhaps I should’ve told you myself. It honestly didn’t occur to me, though.”

      “I would like to believe it didn’t occur to you because you didn’t want to hurt me, but I know it’s because you rarely think about me,” Cassidy said. “After we broke up I kept thinking that you would change your mind and come back. I never thought how that made me look, mind you, but I thought it all the same.

      “It would’ve made me weak and pathetic to welcome you back and yet I would’ve done it,” she continued. “That’s how much I wanted you.” Cassidy held up her hand to quiet Nick when he opened his mouth. “The thing I didn’t see was that you never wanted me. It took me all of this time to see that …and it makes me feel even more pathetic to realize it.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t want you,” Nick argued. “It’s that I didn’t want you the way you wanted me to want you. I enjoyed some of the time we spent together.”

      “You enjoy all of the time you spend with Maddie, don’t you?” Cassidy’s question was pointed, but she didn’t wait for Nick to answer. “I see it when you’re together. Even when something bad is happening, or one of you is upset, you still enjoy being together.”

      “That’s because we lean on each other,” Nick explained. “We’ve always been like that.”

      “People told me and I didn’t want to see.”

      “I didn’t want to see it either,” Nick admitted. “I was so angry with her I didn’t want to see it. Now, I would never deny it. I belong with Maddie. I always have.”

      “I know that.” Cassidy’s expression wasn’t remorseful, but it was resigned. “I just want you to know that I get it. Before, even when I realized you and I wouldn’t get together, I still wanted you and Maddie to break up because I was vengeful.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I don’t see the point in wishing unhappiness on anyone,” Cassidy replied. “I’m never going to want to hang out with Maddie. I am moving forward, though.”

      “With David?”

      David Bennet was a local contractor Cassidy got involved with months before. They’d had their ups and downs as a couple, but the last time Nick checked they appeared to be going strong.

      “We’re getting along well,” Cassidy confirmed. “It hasn’t been easy – and sometimes I think he’s a saint because he knows I’ve been over-involved in your relationship with Maddie – but things have been solid these past few weeks. I’m hopeful.”

      “I’m glad for you.” Nick meant every word.

      “I can’t say I’m glad for you and Maddie,” Cassidy warned, a small smile playing at the corner of her lips. “For the first time since all of this happened, though, I can say that I might get there one day.”

      “I don’t think I can ask for more.” Cassidy turned to leave, but Nick stopped her. “You said you saw Maddie on the street. Do you know where she was going?”

      “I think she was heading toward the Bayside Bed and Breakfast,” Cassidy replied. “Christy started asking questions about her father being in town – what is up with that, by the way? – and Maddie was in a hurry to get out of the salon. Last time I saw her, she was heading in that direction.”

      Nick didn’t like the sound of that. “Thanks … I think.”

      “She also asked questions about Fran and Dora being lesbians,” Cassidy added. “Maybe she wasn’t going to the bed and breakfast because of her father at all.”

      That made sense and yet … . “Thanks, Cassidy. I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”

      “I’m sure you will, too.”

      

      “THIS IS a nice park.” George sat on the metal bench near the fountain. “Did you spend a lot of time here when you were a kid?”

      Maddie glanced around and shook her head. “Blackstone Bay was small so Mom pretty much let me run around wherever I wanted as long as I wasn’t alone. We’d occasionally come here – Nick and me, that is – and I would make a wish. Most of the time we were in the woods or hanging out around the lake.”

      “You and Nick, huh?” George smirked. “You guys were always close then?”

      Maddie shrugged, not sure how to answer. “I was shy and on the first day of kindergarten he decided he was going to talk for the both of us so … he did. We were always together after that.”

      “Except for when you weren’t.” George pursed his lips. “You left Blackstone Bay for ten years but now you’re back. How come you left?”

      “How come you left?” Maddie challenged, unhappy at the prospect of having George dissect her life.

      “I left because your mother and I were too young to get married and we didn’t think anything out before we did it,” George replied matter-of-factly. “I loved Olivia very much. We didn’t know each other well enough to get married, though. We did it anyway. It sounds as if you and Nick won’t have that problem, huh?”

      “No one knows me better than Nick,” Maddie said, slowly lowering herself to the bench next to George. “Did you think you knew my mother at the time?”

      “I did.”

      “When did you realize you didn’t?”

      “When she turned up pregnant and announced that we had to find a house right away because you needed a place to live.”

      “You didn’t want to give me a place to live?” Maddie was trying to understand, but she wasn’t sure it was possible.

      “I did, but I was happy living on the road,” George explained. “Your mother was happy living on the road before then, too. I naturally assumed we would stay on the road with you until it was time for you to go to school. Your mother felt differently.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I started looking for a house,” George replied. “Maddie, it’s important that you know that I wanted my marriage to work. I wanted this family to work. It simply didn’t work as I hoped it would.”

      “So you signed custody of me over to Mom and walked away,” Maddie mused. “You didn’t have to pay anything … or do anything … or love anything.”

      “I always loved you,” George countered. “I know you don’t believe that. Perhaps you can’t believe it. I wouldn’t blame you if that were the case. I always loved you, though.”

      “Is that why you tried to modify the custody agreement when I was six and thirteen?”

      George froze, dumbfounded. “Who … ?”

      “Nick asked Detective Kreskin to run a background check on you that first day,” Maddie supplied. “He gave me the folder last night.”

      “I see.” George knew he shouldn’t have been surprised, but he couldn’t help himself. Nick was a police officer and he loved Maddie more than anything. Of course they ran a background check. “Once I had a few years away – a few years to mature – I knew I made a mistake when I let your mother talk me in to signing away custody of you. I wanted to see you, but your mother wouldn’t hear of it.

      “Actually, I did see you the day I stopped by,” he continued, his eyes taking on a far-off quality. “You were playing on the side of the house with Maude. You were wearing pink overalls and your hair was in pigtails. I remember seeing you and wondering if I would ever see anything that beautiful again in my life.”

      Maddie bit her lip as she fought off tears.

      “I did see something even more beautiful,” George continued. “I saw your face the day Nick proposed to you.”

      “Yeah, the fact that you were watching us is a bit creepy,” Maddie noted. “I’m willing to forgive it, though, because I would’ve run away rather than barge in, too. You tried again when I was thirteen. Did you consider taking it further?”

      George shook his head, his remorse evident. “Your mother talked me out of it. She said you were going through a lot and my sudden appearance in your life would only make matters worse. I wasn’t sure I believed her – part of me didn’t want to – but I couldn’t risk hurting you so I never appealed the judge’s ruling, which was my right.

      “We came to an agreement,” he continued. “She sent me a monthly update with photographs of you and I stayed away so I wouldn’t upend your life. Those updates lasted until you were eighteen. Then they just … stopped.”

      Maddie’s heart pinched at the admission. “She sent you photographs of me?”

      “She did. I put them in an album. I still have it, if you want to see it.”

      “But … she didn’t mention anything about that,” Maddie protested, horrified. “Why wouldn’t she tell me that?”

      “Honey, she’s dead,” George noted. “I thought she didn’t tell you anything about me.”

      Maddie didn’t recognize the danger component to the conversation until it was too late. “She didn’t. Not until after you showed up. She’s been … hard to pin down. I don’t think she wants me to get to know you and part of me feels disloyal for considering it.”

      George was quiet for so long that Maddie thought he might’ve left without her realizing it. When she flicked her eyes to him, she found him staring intently.

      “What?”

      “Your mother’s ghost is still around?”

      It was only then that Maddie realized what she’d admitted. “Oh, well, sometimes I talk to her as if she’s still around.” It was a lame excuse but it was all Maddie could think of in the given moment.

      “Maddie, I know that you can do what your mother could do,” George hedged. “Maude told me.”

      “She told you?” Maddie was flustered. “Why would she do that?”

      “Because I asked,” George answered simply. “I didn’t leave because of what your mother could do. I was surprised – there’s no getting around that – but it wasn’t what drove us apart. I need you to know that.”

      “Why?”

      “So you won’t worry that it will eventually drive Nick away,” George replied. “He loves you. He knows what you’re capable of. He won’t do what I did. He won’t live to regret, as I’ve lived to regret.”

      Maddie pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. “I need some time to think. I need some time to talk to my mother. I don’t know what to do here.”

      “I think that’s fair.” George rose, gingerly extending a hand to rest on Maddie’s shoulder. He was relieved when she didn’t jerk away from him. “I want to know you. I don’t want to pressure you, though. That’s not why I’m here.”

      The mixture of misery and hope washing over Maddie was profoundly overwhelming. “I just need to think.”

      “Then I’ll give you time to think,” George said. “When you’re ready, I’ll show you the album I made. Maybe seeing the letters your mother sent with the photos will give you some insight into what happened during that time.”

      “Maybe.” Maddie wasn’t convinced. “Maybe it will make me hate my mother, too. Have you considered that?”

      “Not for a second,” George replied. “You had a wonderful and loving mother. Nothing I share with you will ever change that.”

      Maddie watched him go, her lower lip trembling. She refused to give in to the tears, though, instead pressing her eyes shut and letting the cool air calm her. When she opened her eyes again, she was alone. George disappeared down the street and the only other person outside was Dora Walker.

      Maddie watched her leave the bed and breakfast, thankful for something to focus on that didn’t revolve around her messed up feelings. She was only mildly curious until she saw Fran’s ghost pop into existence on the sidewalk behind Dora, floating behind the woman and following her … somewhere.

      Maddie made up her mind on the spot and stood. She didn’t want to wallow. She’d wallowed for the better part of a decade and it got her nothing. She wanted to solve Fran’s murder and then deal with her father – however that situation resolved itself.

      Maddie sucked in a breath and began walking. If Fran’s ghost was around, Maddie knew the woman could help solve one of her problems. So that’s what she focused on.
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      Dora didn’t bother looking over her shoulder as she walked to a storage shed behind the Bayside. Maddie didn’t see the small building at first, and she pulled up short and pressed herself to the side of the building to avoid being seen as Dora unlocked it.

      In the back of her head, Maddie knew the building existed. She’d seen it as a kid while hiking through the woods. The bed and breakfast backed up to a large expanse of trees – just like Maddie’s house – and when Nick and Maddie walked between his house and hers as kids they always passed the shed. She’d forgotten all about it.

      Dora disappeared inside, giving Maddie a chance to study Fran. The ghost watched Dora with determined eyes, her mouth working overtime even though Dora clearly couldn’t hear her. From this distance, Maddie couldn’t either.

      Maddie considered approaching Fran for a talk but explaining her actions to Dora seemed like a bad idea. Ultimately it didn’t matter, because a few minutes after she entered the building Dora left it and walked in the opposite direction back to the house, dragging a suitcase behind her. Fran remained behind, clearly frustrated, and Maddie waited for her moment.

      When she was sure Dora wasn’t returning, Maddie detached from the side of the building and headed in Fran’s direction. The ghost made an incredulous face when she realized who was approaching.

      “Oh, it’s you.”

      Maddie swallowed her amusement. “Were you expecting someone else?”

      “I thought maybe Dora was coming back.”

      “She’s probably inside,” Maddie offered. “You two were close, huh?”

      “I thought we were.” Fran looked distressed, causing Maddie’s heart to roll despite the ghost’s propensity for rudeness.

      “There are rumors about you guys,” Maddie said, hoping she wouldn’t come across as a gossipmonger as she eased into the intricacies of Fran’s relationship with Dora. “People say you were in love.”

      Fran arched an eyebrow and snorted. “People say a lot of things.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve heard it from more than one person.” Maddie wasn’t worried about naming sources because it wasn’t as if Fran could make a stink and get anyone fired for talking about her personal business. “Your estate attorney told Nick that you were involved and that’s why you wanted to change your will and leave it to Dora.”

      “Oh, whatever. Murray Lowenstein is a dirty old man and of course he would think that.” Fran didn’t appear bothered by the innuendo. “I knew that’s what he was thinking when I asked him to draw up the papers.”

      “What were you thinking?”

      “That I only had one shot to save my business,” Fran admitted, her eyes flashing. “If you think I wasn’t aware that I had a problem … that’s not it. I knew the shopping was out of control. I knew that I was out of control. I couldn’t seem to stop myself.”

      “Is that why you and Sterling divorced?”

      Fran shrugged, the reaction so human Maddie had to bite back a smile. “Sterling and I were never in love. I see you with Nick Winters, and we were never like that. He didn’t want to hold my hand … or kiss my cheek … or get me to sit on his lap when he thought no one was looking. Nick always acts that way with you.”

      “He’s playful,” Maddie acknowledged. “You and Sterling were with each other for a long time, though.”

      “Yeah, but there are some people who are always like that,” Fran noted. “I think you and Nick will always be that way. Sterling was never that way with me. Still, we got along okay. He was never mean and abusive and we kind of got to be roommates more than anything else by the end.”

      “So, what happened?” Maddie asked. “Did the shopping drive him away?”

      “I never realized that I had a big hole in my life,” Fran explained. “I didn’t realize that I was unhappy and I shopped to make me feel better. When Sterling told me I had to stop shopping I decided he was doing it to be mean. He wasn’t … not really. He saw what I didn’t. I was ruining us.

      “I was happy to give him the divorce once he said I could keep the Bayside,” she continued. “I thought I won something, but Sterling knew it wasn’t really a victory. He cut off the kids right away … and they stopped calling him. I didn’t want that to happen to me so I kept sending money.”

      “Yes, I’ve met Lola, and Nick mentioned Sam,” Maddie drawled, hoping she didn’t come across as disdainful. “They sound … interesting.”

      “They’re spoiled brats and I turned them into the monsters they’ve become,” Fran explained. “I didn’t see that either until I started spending time with Dora. She told me they were spoiled. She told me they were ruining me.”

      “She didn’t know about the shopping, though,” Maddie pressed. “She seemed surprised when Nick brought it up.”

      “I did my best to hide it – for obvious reasons – but she knew,” Fran argued. “After the divorce, I lived at the Bayside. All of my deliveries were to that address. Dora saw all of them.”

      “That doesn’t mean she knew,” Maddie countered. “Some people can’t see what’s right in front of them. It happened to me. I know.”

      Fran’s eyes were keen. “What didn’t you see?”

      “Nick,” Maddie answered simply. “I didn’t want anyone to know my secret. I didn’t want anyone to know I could see ghosts. I ran away from Blackstone Bay because I was afraid to tell him.”

      “He obviously knows now,” Fran pointed out. “I saw you two together at the storage rental place the other day. He knew you were talking to me and he not only believed you, but he encouraged you to keep doing it. He’s a good person to have by your side.”

      “He is.” Maddie bobbed her head in agreement. “He’s the best friend I’ve ever had. That’s on top of being the love of my life, of course. Was Dora that person for you?”

      “She was a good friend, but we weren’t together,” Fran replied. “I’m not sure why people thought that – probably because salacious gossip is always preferred to a boring truth – but we were only friends.

      “We liked the same things,” she continued. “We both loved knitting and watching the shopping shows. I decided I was going to stop the shopping, though. I talked to a financial manager and he was helping me put a plan together to save the Bayside. I guess that doesn’t matter now, though, does it?”

      “Probably not,” Maddie conceded. “You were in deep trouble when it came to your finances. Your kids thought they were going to get enough money to buy mansions. Instead … well … they’ll get nothing. Your outstanding bills will eat up any proceeds that might come from the auction of the Bayside and then it will belong to someone else.”

      Fran scowled, annoyed. “So some stranger will end up owning it,” she muttered. “This bed and breakfast has been my sole reason for being since I started it. I got a small inheritance when my parents died and that’s how I purchased the place. Did you know that?”

      Maddie shook her head.

      “I wanted to make something of myself and instead I threw it all away.” Fran made a disgusted sound. “How did it come to this? I had a plan. I was going to sell everything in the lockers and put all of that money toward paying down the mortgage on the Bayside. That was going to be my start.

      “I was supposed to have the kids removed from the will by the end of the week,” she continued. “That didn’t quite happen. At least I can rest easy knowing they won’t get a dime from me. They both deserve having to figure things out for themselves for a change.”

      Maddie refrained from laughing at Fran’s gleeful expression, but just barely. “You were going to leave the bed and breakfast to Dora?”

      Fran nodded. “She knew how to run it and she was as dedicated to making it a success as I was. You should’ve seen her face when I told her I was changing my will and leaving the business to her. She actually cried – but in a good way. That would’ve made all of the complaining from my kids worth it.”

      Maddie stilled, something clicking in her head. “But … I just talked to Dora. She said she didn’t know you were changing your will.”

      “You must’ve misheard her.”

      “No, I’m pretty sure that I didn’t.”

      “You had to have misheard her,” Fran argued. “Dora knew weeks before that I planned to do it. I was supposed to sign the new will the day I … you know, died … but I found a merchandise wholesaler to help me with all of the stuff in the storage locker so I put it off.”

      Maddie felt sick to her stomach. “Did you tell her?”

      “That I hadn’t changed the will? No.” Fran shook her head for emphasis. “I did tell her about all of the shopping issues, though. In fact, I told her that night. I hid it for as long as I could because I knew she’d be disappointed and angry, but I knew I had to tell her.”

      “And what did she say?”

      “I don’t really remember,” Fran replied, letting her hand drift through a bare bush near the shed’s front door. “That’s where my memory goes hazy.”

      Oh, crap! Maddie knew why Fran couldn’t remember what happened. She also knew why it looked as if Fran had been killed in a fit of rage. “I have to get out of here,” Maddie murmured, swiveling quickly. “I need to get to Nick.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      Maddie frowned when she heard the third voice join the fray, internally cringing when she realized Dora stood a few feet behind her, a shovel clenched in her hands.

      “Dora, I was just looking for you,” Maddie offered, her voice unnaturally high. “I … um … how are you?”

      Dora merely shook her head. “I’m a lot better than you’re about to be. Why couldn’t you just mind your own business?”

      Maddie couldn’t help but wonder that exact same thing.

      

      GEORGE MEANT what he said when he left Maddie to think things over. He didn’t want to pressure the girl. She’d been through enough in her life, and he’d never once been there to make things better for her.

      When she was younger, he used to imagine all of the firsts in her life. He thought about her first word … and step … and the first time she rode a bicycle … her first day of school … her first kiss. He thought about all of it. He’d missed every single one of those things.

      He was determined not to miss another – as long as she was okay with him sticking around, that is. He wouldn’t make her life worse. He was determined to make sure that didn’t happen. He had no idea if he could make it better, but he was keen to try.

      When Maddie left the small town park she looked as if she had a purpose. George followed, keeping a safe distance between them so she wouldn’t feel crowded. Curiosity took over at a certain point – especially when he realized Maddie was hiding on the side of the bed and breakfast and watching someone.

      He watched Maddie stalk her prey, confused and conflicted. Then, when Maddie disappeared around the side of the building, he took her previous spot and watched as she held a conversation with thin air.

      George wasn’t an idiot. He knew what she was doing. He’d never had occasion to watch Olivia chat with a departed soul, but she had explained what it was like. That was when they were still struggling to keep the marriage intact, of course. Things changed after that.

      George couldn’t stop himself from being intrigued. Whoever Maddie was talking to – and he had a feeling it was the dead bed and breakfast owner – she seemed engaged in the conversation, even amused at times. That all shifted when a human joined the small group and the look on Maddie’s face was enough to let George know something was terribly wrong.

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed 911, asking to be sent directly to Nick Winters. Nick picked up on the first ring.

      “It’s George Hunter.”

      “What can I do for you, George?” Nick asked, his voice even and steady. “Maddie and I have talked a little, but we haven’t really gotten into things yet. I need more time.”

      “That’s not why I’m calling.” George kept his voice low so it wouldn’t carry. “In fact, Maddie and I had a conversation not too long ago. She says she needs time to think. I’m giving her that time.”

      “Oh, well, that’s good.” Nick made a grunting noise on the other end of the call. “She didn’t tell me about that.”

      “We literally separated about fifteen minutes ago,” George provided.

      “Okay, well, that explains that.” Nick sucked in a breath. “I’m willing to talk to you, but I’m at work right now. Can we pick a time later in the day to meet up or something?”

      “That’s not why I’m calling,” George replied. “Even though Maddie said she needed time to think, I kept an eye on her. She saw something … and I’m going to guess it was a ghost … and she wandered behind the bed and breakfast where I’m staying. I couldn’t stop myself and I followed.”

      “That’s not unheard of for her,” Nick noted. “If you think she’s lost her mind, she hasn’t. She knows what she’s doing and … .”

      “That’s not why I’m calling either,” George snapped, his temper getting the better of him. “I don’t think she’s crazy. I do think she’s in trouble, though.”

      Nick shifted his attitude almost instantaneously. “Why? What’s happened?”

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t think it’s good. You have to get over here right now.”

      “I’m on my way.” George could hear Nick scrambling over the phone. “I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      “That’s good.” George couldn’t help but be relieved. “That’s good because … this looks odd to me.”

      “I’ll be there. What are you going to do?”

      George sucked in a breath and glanced around the side of the building. “I’m going to do the one thing I’ve never been able to do.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Act like a father.”
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      “You killed Fran.”

      Maddie said the words without giving proper thought to whether or not it was wise to utter them. The look on Dora’s face told her that feigning innocence would be a mistake.

      “I didn’t have a choice.” Dora was matter-of-fact. Her voice wasn’t chilling or dangerous, simply blasé and seemingly disinterested.

      “You didn’t have a choice?” Maddie was understandably dubious. “You bashed her head in with a lamp.”

      “Because she didn’t think!” For the first time Dora snapped, showing real emotion as she clutched the shovel tighter. Maddie eyed the simple garden instrument with worried eyes. Dora was older and heavier than Maddie, but the younger woman was boxed in. Maddie could easily outrun Dora, but she had to get past her first.

      “What was she supposed to think about?”

      “Something other than herself for a change,” Dora muttered. “Do you have any idea how much money she wasted on stuff? It wasn’t even stuff she needed. It was stuff she didn’t want.”

      Maddie risked a glance at Fran and found the ghost studying her former friend with heavy eyes. Fran might not yet remember her death, but she clearly knew who caused it.

      “Shopping addiction is a real thing,” Maddie offered, choosing her words carefully. “It’s no different than alcoholism or drug dependency.”

      “Oh, please,” Dora scoffed. “It’s weakness. Nothing more.”

      “You thought Fran had already signed the new will, didn’t you?” Maddie kept her eyes glued to Dora in case she made a quick move. “You thought Fran was going to leave the Bayside to you instead of her kids and you killed her.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” Dora countered. “It wasn’t something I thought about. I had big hopes for the Bayside. I thought I might be able to talk to Fran about transferring ownership to me. That would get her out from under part of her financial burden.”

      “You didn’t know how big the burden was, though, did you?”

      Dora shook her head. “She hid it.”

      “In the storage lockers.” Maddie idly scratched her elbow, testing Dora to see if she would react. The woman seemed lost in her own thoughts, though, and Maddie took that as a good sign. “I still don’t understand why you freaked out and killed her.”

      “I told you it wasn’t on purpose,” Dora seethed, returning to the present. “I thought things were going to get better. I thought I was finally going to get what I deserved. Instead she tells me that she’s almost a hundred thousand in debt, and when she sells everything in the lockers it still won’t be enough to pay off the mortgage to the Bayside.

      “Can you believe that?” she continued. “I worked for her for five years and thought I was finally going to get ahead and then she yanks the rug right out from under me.”

      “You said you were going to talk her into transferring ownership of the bed and breakfast to you,” Maddie pressed. “She still could’ve done that. I don’t know a lot about bill collectors, but I’m assuming they couldn’t go after you once the transaction was complete.”

      “No, but the problem was the mortgage,” Dora explained. “I didn’t know there was a mortgage on the property. I went through all of Fran’s paperwork and saw that the previous mortgage was paid off years ago. I thought she owned it free and clear.”

      That made sense to Maddie – at least partially. She still didn’t understand how mild-mannered Dora could turn into a cold-blooded killer so easily. “When you realized the truth, you must’ve been angry.”

      “I was furious … and I told her so,” Dora affirmed. “She was upset when she told me, but she had a ten-year plan to fix things. A ten-year plan? I mean … what an idiot.”

      “You didn’t want to wait ten years, I’m guessing,” Maddie murmured. “You had a plan from the beginning, didn’t you? Once you realized Fran was vulnerable and easily manipulated, you moved in with the express motivation to manipulate her.

      “She divorced Sterling, so he wasn’t an issue, but she footed the bill for her miserable kids so you needed to get her to stop doing that,” she continued. “That probably took longer than you thought, because even though Sam and Lola were drains on their mother, she still gave birth to them. She wouldn’t be keen to alienate them.”

      “I was on her for years about that,” Dora confirmed. “I told her those kids were losers, but she didn’t want to believe it. Finally, four months ago she cut them off. You should’ve heard the howling when those kids called. They were grown adults and yet they expected their mother to provide for them. They were entitled brats.”

      “And what are you?” Maddie challenged. “You appear to think that you’re entitled to the Bayside even though you didn’t buy it … or earn it.”

      “Oh, I earned it. I put up with Fran’s whining … and complaining … and all around ill-tempered attitude for years. I earned that business!”

      “It wasn’t yours, though! You tried to take it. Do you think I’m stupid? You were going to offer Fran the opportunity to put the business in your name to keep it from potential bill collectors. You didn’t know about the mortgage, though, so any change in ownership would have to be paid off at that time and that wasn’t possible given the circumstances.

      “You were going to wait until you had full ownership and toss Fran out,” Maddie continued. “You were going to make her think nothing would change but you were going to kick her out of her own business. That was your plan, wasn’t it?”

      Dora shrugged, seemingly unbothered by Maddie’s tone. “I was going to offer her a job as a maid. I wasn’t going to leave her destitute or anything.”

      “Oh, well, how nice of you.” Maddie wrinkled her nose, horrified. “You’re worse than the kids. They were raised a certain way and came to rely on it. What’s your excuse?”

      “Um … I want what I want when I want it,” Dora replied. “Oh, don’t look at me that way. Everyone thinks the same way I do. They simply don’t have the guts to act on it like I do.”

      “What guts?” Maddie countered. “You hit a defenseless woman in the head so many times you left part of her brain on the floor. She died in that room … alone … and you didn’t earn a thing for all of your so-called effort.”

      “That is the pisser of it all, isn’t it?” Dora’s response was bland and muted. “I think my biggest mistake was not realizing the effort that would be put into solving Fran’s death. I thought it would be two days of questions and then … nothing.”

      “That’s not how good cops work, and Nick and Dale are the best cops I know.”

      “Unfortunately for them, they’re going to have something else to worry about besides Fran for the next couple of days,” Dora said, her voice full of faux sugar. “Once you go missing they’re going to spend all of their time looking for you. That will give me time to get away.”

      “Missing, huh?” Maddie knew the time for action was approaching and readied herself. “How are you going to manage that?”

      “I guess I’m going to have to kill you and find a place to hide your body,” Dora replied, not missing a beat. “You weren’t part of my plan until you stuck your nose into my business. I was coming out here to get a few suitcases and then leave during the overnight hours. You did this to yourself.”

      “And what’s that?” Maddie braced herself for Dora’s answer but got a surprise instead.

      “Excuse me, I need more towels for my room.”

      Maddie jolted at the sound of George’s voice, but her startled expression was nothing compared to the look on Dora’s face. George appeared calm, even a bit quizzical, and when he met Dora’s crazed gaze he maintained an air of serene confusion.

      “I’m sorry but … what?” Dora was dumbfounded.

      “I need towels,” George repeated. “I stopped by the front desk, but you weren’t there. Then I saw you were here. I need towels.”

      “Yes, you’ve said that several times now,” Dora gritted out, gripping the shovel tighter. Maddie was within striking distance. George was not. If she hit Maddie, George would have plenty of time to escape. “I will bring you some towels as soon as I’m done out here.”

      Maddie widened her eyes, sending a silent message to George as she took a step into the landscaping chips to her right. She needed to increase the distance between Dora and herself. Whether George understood what was happening remained a question, but Maddie had every intention of calling out to him as soon as she began running.

      “Okay. That sounds good.” George flashed a charming smile. “Do you need help?”

      “I’m fine,” Dora replied, terse.

      “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      That’s when Maddie realized George knew exactly what he was doing.

      “I was talking to Maddie,” George said. “She is my daughter, after all.”

      “She’s what?” Dora swiveled quickly, the shovel swinging toward the area where Maddie stood only moments before. Maddie was already moving, though, and she was well beyond Dora’s reach when the shovel clanged into the shed.

      George wasted little time, moving behind Dora and putting his arm to her throat. She fought against his efforts, but George was strong. He wasn’t a big guy, but Dora was a relatively small woman.

      She gasped for breath, her eyes bugging out of her head as Maddie took a moment to survey the situation. “Stop!” Dora dragged her fingernails over George’s forearm, abandoning the shovel entirely. “You don’t understand. I had to do it.”

      “No, I don’t understand everything that’s going on,” George agreed, keeping the pressure on Dora’s throat as she dropped to her knees. “I know I won’t let you hurt my daughter, though.” He flicked his eyes to Maddie, taking in her heaving chest and wild eyes. “How did you find trouble so fast? I left you twenty minutes ago.”

      Maddie merely shrugged. “Just lucky I guess.”

      

      “MADDIE!”

      Nick raced around the side of the Bayside, his weapon drawn and Kreskin close on his heels. The two men pulled up short when they found Dora prone on the ground, the shovel edged away from her grasp, and Maddie and George standing next to her.

      “Nicky!” Maddie hurried to him, throwing her arms around his neck. “I was just about to call you. It was Dora.”

      “I certainly hope so,” Kreskin said, giving George a wide berth as he kneeled next to the fallen woman. “Is she dead?”

      “Just unconscious,” George replied. “I grabbed her from behind and held on until she passed out. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Yeah?” Kreskin cocked a questioning eyebrow. “Why did you grab on in the first place?”

      “Because she was going to kill me with the shovel,” Maddie answered, releasing Nick and moving to George’s side in a show of solidarity. “He saved me.”

      Kreskin pursed his lips. “I’m glad for that. What’s Dora’s story?”

      Maddie related what the woman had told her, taking a few breaths and backtracking when she got ahead of herself. When she was done, Nick and Kreskin were flabbergasted.

      “Seriously?” Kreskin shook his head. “I didn’t see that one coming. I was more interested in the story when I thought they were secret lesbians.”

      Maddie scorched him with a dark look. “That’s not funny.”

      “You’ll laugh in a few days.” Kreskin wasn’t bothered in the least by Maddie’s tone. “That was quite the plan she had.”

      “Yeah, it sounds as if she’s a sociopath,” Nick muttered, stroking the back of Maddie’s head. “Are you okay, love?”

      Maddie nodded, flashing a warm smile. “She never touched me. George showed up at the exact right time.”

      “That’s because he was following you,” Nick said, holding up his hand when George opened his mouth to argue. “He wanted to make sure you were okay after your conversation. He called me when he realized something was going on here … and then he went after you.”

      “He did it the exact right way,” Kreskin said, grinning. “You could learn a few lessons from him, Maddie. Things usually get out of control when you’re facing off with a killer. It doesn’t look as if it happened this time.”

      Maddie was justifiably affronted. “You act as if I go around looking for trouble.”

      “Not looking,” Kreskin corrected. “It simply seems to find you.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Maddie rolled her eyes, leaning in as Nick kissed her cheek. “What happens now?”

      “Now we take Dora in and question her,” Kreskin replied. “You’re going to have to give a statement. You, too, George. Other than that, it seems pretty open and shut.”

      “That’s good.” Maddie scratched the side of her nose. “I guess that means I can cook dinner two nights in a row, Nicky. What sounds good tonight?”

      “You don’t have to cook,” Nick argued. “In fact … .” He broke off and flashed a quick look in George’s direction while gathering his thoughts. “I thought maybe we could go to the diner for dinner.”

      “Again? I thought you liked my cooking.”

      “I do,” Nick said, bobbing his head. “If we go to the diner, though, you can focus on getting to know George over a meal instead of fussing over food.”

      “Oh.” Maddie pressed her lips together and tilted her head to the side, considering.

      “You don’t have to do that,” George said after a beat. “If it’s too soon … .”

      “It’s not too soon,” Maddie said, making up her mind. “Dinner at the diner sounds good.”

      “It does?” George couldn’t help but be hopeful. “Really?”

      “Really.” Maddie nodded, flashing a small smile. “You can bring the photo album … and your stories.”

      “That sounds good.” George’s voice cracked as he fought off tears. “What about your mother? What about Maude?”

      Maddie shrugged. “I can only tackle one thing at a time. They’ll either learn to live with it or, in Granny’s case, complain for the foreseeable future and see how much mischief she can find.”

      George snorted. “Thank you. I would love to have dinner with you.”

      Maddie held her hands palms up and exhaled heavily, weighing the decision. It felt right. She didn’t know what would come in the future, but for now, things felt right. “We have to start somewhere.”

      “So we will.” Nick grabbed her hand and grinned. “If you want to make an apple pie for dessert, though, I won’t complain.”

      Maddie returned his smile. “Somehow I knew you would say that.”
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      I’m a romantic at heart. A true romantic. I love the idea of a happy ending, so much so I have trouble writing a sad one. The world is sad enough. I like escaping in fiction. That’s just me. I like sarcasm and snark – but I’m not sure a sad ending is in me. If you’re looking for an edge like that, you’re probably looking in the wrong place. Just FYI.

      If you’re interested in upcoming releases, follow me on Facebook and Twitter. I do not spam. I don’t believe it and, as a reader, I find it annoying. Only new release information and special sales promotions will be posted.
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