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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The small coastal town of Pelican Cove was dressed in orange. Halloween was around the corner and the barrier island off the coast of Virginia did it in style. Orange and brown garlands adorned lamp posts. Autumnal wreaths graced every front door, vying for attention with dried stalks of corn and giant scarecrows swaying in the wind on front lawns.  
 
    Pumpkins filled the eye everywhere one looked. They came in every shape and size. They lined porches and stairs, they sat upon banisters and lawns. It was as if a pumpkin army had invaded the town.  
 
    A corn maze had been set up in the center of town. So had a scary Halloween House. Hayrides on the beach began every evening after the sun went down. A pumpkin carving contest was in progress on the boardwalk. 
 
    Jenny King stood on the deck of the Boardwalk Café, cheering the participants on. A motley group of women stood around her, laughing. The group of friends called themselves the Magnolias and were inseparable. 
 
    “My money’s on Jason,” Heather Morse, an attractive thirty five year old squealed. 
 
    “No way! Chris is going to win this one,” Molly, a lanky gal with Coke-bottle glasses argued. 
 
    “Jimmy’s carving a light house,” Star, an older woman dressed in a colorful kaftan said. “He always wins.” 
 
    Jenny’s aunt Star was a local artist who painted seascapes of the surrounding region. 
 
    “Does it matter who wins?” Jenny asked. “We are all having fun.” 
 
    “Of course it does,” Molly said in mock horror. “Winner is crowned King on the night of the Halloween Party.” 
 
    “And he chooses his Queen?” Heather sniggered. 
 
    “As if you don’t know,” Molly snapped. “You have been Queen on Halloween night ever since you came back to live here.” 
 
    “Stop fighting, you two,” Betty Sue Morse ordered. 
 
    Betty Sue Morse was a formidable woman in her eighties. A descendant of James Morse, the original owner of the island, her word was law in Pelican Cove.  
 
    Betty Sue turned toward Jenny. 
 
    “It’s nice of you to host the Halloween party at the café, Jenny. We will all pitch in and help, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’m just continuing the tradition,” Jenny said valiantly. 
 
    Dumped by her husband of twenty years, Jenny King had accepted her aunt Star’s invitation and arrived in Pelican Cove to lick her wounds. She had started working at the Boardwalk Café at her aunt’s insistence. Star’s friend Petunia owned the café and she welcomed Jenny with open arms. Jenny started by serving coffee but she gradually began trying out different recipes in the kitchen. 
 
    The rest was history. Jenny’s delicious food made the café famous. Tourists flocked to Pelican Cove to taste Jenny’s yummy desserts. The Boardwalk Café thrived along with the town. 
 
    “Petunia would be proud of you, child,” Star said. 
 
    The Magnolias had suffered a severe blow a few weeks ago with the sudden demise of their friend. Jenny had been surprised to find she was now the sole owner of the Boardwalk Café. She vowed to live up to her friend’s legacy. Maintaining all the traditions Petunia had established over the past twenty five years was just the beginning. 
 
    “Am I doing enough?” Jenny asked, looking doubtful. 
 
    “Choosing a hazelnut theme for your fall menu is inspired,” Molly said loyally. “I love the spiced latte and the pumpkin pie nut muffins.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the autumn granola,” Heather offered.  
 
    “The roasted pumpkin pasta is my favorite,” Star piped up. “Spaghetti coated with a creamy, spicy sauce, garnished with toasted hazelnuts – yum!” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Jenny said worriedly. “But do you think I can handle the Halloween party?” 
 
    “We are all pitching in,” Heather reminded her. “The church ladies are bringing candied apples and pumpkin pie. The Rusty Anchor is sponsoring the drinks. You are just providing appetizers and your signature desserts.” 
 
    Jenny and her friends had come up with a long menu for the party. Jenny was determined not to cut corners. 
 
    “Do you think the tourists will come?” Jenny asked. 
 
    The Halloween party attracted plenty of revelers from up and down the coast. The Boardwalk Café did good business that night. It allowed Jenny to give the town people a free ride. 
 
    “Mandy has spread the word across social media,” Heather assured her. “Just make sure there’s enough food and drinks to go around.” 
 
    Mandy James was a publicist the town hired from time to time to promote certain events. Jenny had invited her for the Halloween party. Mandy in turn had done her bit, making sure Pelican Cove was bursting at the seams with tourists willing to spend money and have fun. 
 
    “I think we have the food under control,” Molly said. “What about costumes? Have you decided what you are going to wear, Jenny?” 
 
    “I’m going as a witch,” Star announced. “I even ordered a fake nose on the Internet. It’s perfect with my black cape and hat.” 
 
    Betty Sue informed them she was going to be Queen Victoria. 
 
    “When is she not?” Heather muttered. 
 
    That set the younger girls giggling. 
 
    “I heard that!” Betty Sue grumbled good naturedly. 
 
    “Why don’t you go as Wonder Woman, Jenny?” Molly asked. “It kind of suits you.” 
 
    “No way!” Jenny laughed. “But Heather can go as Wonder Woman.” 
 
    A cheer rose from the Boardwalk just then. The women turned around and focused their attention on the beach once again. 
 
    “Time’s up,” Heather reported. 
 
    “They’ll be here soon,” Jenny smiled. “I’ll get a fresh pot of coffee.” 
 
    The fall day was sunny and bright with cool breezes blowing over the Atlantic Ocean. The temperature was in the high 60s, just perfect for enjoying a piping hot drink on the deck, watching the waves batter the shore. 
 
    A group of enthusiastic men bounded up the café steps. Chris Williams kissed his girl Molly on the cheek and hugged her close. Adam Hopkins, a tall, brooding man, leaned on his cane and looked around for Jenny. He was the sheriff of Pelican Cove. Jason Stone, the town’s only lawyer, had a cheerful countenance. He greeted all the ladies with a smile and sprawled down on a chair. 
 
    Jenny poured hot coffee and set out some freshly frosted cupcakes. 
 
    “Who won?” Star asked. 
 
    “Jimmy, of course,” the men sighed. “He can sure carve that light house. We didn’t even come close.” 
 
    “That’s my man,” Star said proudly. 
 
    Jason took Jenny’s hand in his and smiled up at her. 
 
    “Will you go with me to the Halloween party?” 
 
    Jenny laughed when she saw Adam’s face. 
 
    “I’m not going with anyone,” she laughed. “I’ll be hosting the party, making sure everyone has a good time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The Boardwalk Café was packed to the rafters. People dressed in colorful Halloween costumes milled around with a drink in their hands. The place was dimly lit, and strategically placed Jack-o-lanterns flickered everywhere. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling and covered surfaces, so did giant spiders. A skeleton reposed in a corner, grinning toothsomely at the guests. 
 
    “The place looks fabulous!” Heather gleamed, her hands on her hips. 
 
    She was dressed as Wonder Woman. 
 
    “We need to sit,” her grandmother Betty Sue ordained, dressed as Queen Victoria. 
 
    “Not so fast, my lovelies,” Star cackled. 
 
    She stamped her broom on the ground twice for good measure and bared her fake teeth. 
 
    “Where’s Jenny?” Heather asked her. “I hope she went home to dress.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” Jenny said, appearing next to Heather. 
 
    She wore a shiny, close fitting dress, and a red wig. Red leather boots were laced up to her knees. 
 
    “You look sexy, Ginger!” Heather clapped her hands. “Bravo.” 
 
    “Who are you supposed to be?” Betty Sue asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I’m a Spice Girl,” Jenny explained. “I needed something easy to get around in.” 
 
    “Let’s get a drink,” Heather butted in. “Where’s Molly, anyway?” 
 
    “Molly and Chris are running late,” Jenny said meaningfully. 
 
    “I want that blue drink with the eyeballs in it,” Star cackled. “What about you, Queen Victoria?” 
 
    “We will have some wine.” 
 
    “We have some sangria,” Jenny told her. “Or blood orange margaritas. I’m having one of those.” 
 
    “Me too,” Heather yelled in her ear when she spotted the deep red drink with smoke billowing from it. 
 
    Adam Hopkins arrived dressed as the Hulk. Chris and Molly weren’t far behind. 
 
    “He’s Harry Potter and I’m the snitch,” she explained, dressed in a shiny gold frock. “Get it?” 
 
    “We get it,” Heather rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You look incredible,” Jenny whispered to Adam. 
 
    “Like it?” Adam asked, raising his eyebrows suggestively. 
 
    He picked up a pimento cheese sandwich off a tray and popped it in his mouth. Jenny had outdone herself with the snacks. There was crab dip, shrimp cocktail, cheese platters and tiny meatballs. Jenny hadn’t skimped on the desserts. There was pumpkin cheesecake, four varieties of cupcakes, candied apples, candy corn and every kind of store bought candy a person could ask for. 
 
    Heather picked up a meringue cookie shaped like a bone and bit into it. 
 
    “Eat up, Jenny. It’s almost time for the ‘Bella to surface.” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “You know the history of the Isabella, don’t you?” Star asked. 
 
    Jimmy Parsons, her beau, was standing next to her, chewing on a cheese straw that looked like a finger. He was dressed as a ship’s captain. 
 
    Star was referring to a ship that had gone down in the shoals off the island. There had been a few survivors but the ship had gone down with several souls on board, including women and children. 
 
    “Didn’t the Isabella sink sometime in the mid-nineteenth century?” Jenny asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Yes, but it resurrects itself every year on Halloween,” a deep voice rumbled. 
 
    Jenny recognized the pirate. It was Captain Charlie, one of her favorite customers. 
 
    “Is this how you scare the kids, Captain Charlie?” Jenny laughed. 
 
    “It’s true,” Betty Sue nodded. “The Isabella went down one stormy Halloween night. Ever since then, it has come back for a visit.” 
 
    “What does it do, exactly?” Jenny asked, refusing to buy into the story. 
 
    “It appears on the horizon, shrouded in mist,” Captain Charlie explained. “You can hear people crying out for help. The cries get louder and louder until the ship vanishes without a trace.” 
 
    “I have to see this,” Jenny said, shaking her head. 
 
    Adam looked doubtful. 
 
    “You may be out of luck this year. It’s overcast.” 
 
    “So the ship isn’t visible every year, huh?” Jenny smiled. 
 
    “It’s not visible to everyone,” Molly said. “But it’s there!” 
 
    “I get it. This is just like the emperor’s clothes, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You city dwellers,” Betty Sue clucked. “There are things in this world which cannot always be explained. You need to have more faith.” 
 
    Jenny had guzzled a couple of the blood orange drinks.  
 
    “Lead me to this ghost ship,” she boomed. “Show me it’s real.” 
 
    “It’s real alright,” a voice spoke in her ear. 
 
    She whirled around to stare at Spiderman. 
 
    “Jason! You’re a superhero too?” 
 
    “Not just any super hero,” Jason smirked. “Somebody, stop me!” 
 
    Heather and Molly gave Jenny a knowing look. She knew they would tease her mercilessly about this. Adam and Jason had both dressed up as superheroes, no doubt in an attempt to impress her. 
 
    “Try the jiggly blue drink,” Captain Charlie told Jason. “It’s evil!” 
 
    “The place is packed, Jenny,” Jason complimented her. “This is way more than just locals.” 
 
    “There are dozens of tourists here,” Heather supported. “It’s hard to tell them apart though.” 
 
    “What were you guys talking about earlier?” Jason asked. 
 
    “We told Jenny about the Isabella,” Heather sighed, “but she doesn’t believe us.” 
 
    “It’s true, Jenny,” Jason said. 
 
    “You guys are just leading me on,” Jenny muttered. “What’s next? A real life haunted house?” 
 
    Molly and Heather looked at each other. Chris cleared his throat. 
 
    “You do know Seaview is supposed to be haunted?” he asked. 
 
    “Come on!” Jenny cried. “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    “Lights have been spotted there on Halloween,” Molly reminded Jenny. “I have seen them myself.” 
 
    “And now we know why,” Heather droned. 
 
    Jenny’s house Seaview had been lying abandoned for over twenty five years. It had earned the tag of the local haunted house. An old woman’s skeleton had been discovered in Jenny’s garden a few months ago.  
 
    “It was that woman’s spirit, Jenny, crying out for justice all these years.” 
 
    The group ushered Jenny out on the café’s deck. Almost all the guests were gathered together, staring at the ocean. 
 
    “There she is!” someone cried. “The Isabella!” 
 
    “I don’t see it,” Jenny muttered. “I still don’t see it.” 
 
    “Maybe you have to be born here,” someone in the crowd said. 
 
    The party went on long after midnight. It was almost 4 AM by the time Jenny closed up the café and went home with her aunt. Her friends had agreed to meet at the café at nine the next morning to help clean up. 
 
    Jenny barely slept a wink before it was time to go back to the café. 
 
    Heather staggered in a little after nine, looking a bit worse for wear. Jenny pointed to a pile of gallon sized trash bags. 
 
    “We are picking up all the trash first.” 
 
    A wail of sirens split the air just then and Molly came rushing up the café steps. 
 
    “Have you heard?” she cried. “There’s a dead body on the beach.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The Magnolias were seated on the deck of the Boardwalk Café, enjoying their mid-morning coffee break. It was a ritual the women stuck to religiously. They arrived at the café at ten every morning, come hell or high water. 
 
    Jenny brought out a plate of warm muffins. Heather was pouring the coffee. 
 
    “The whole town is talking about it,” Betty Sue said in a clipped tone. “Some people are saying he came over from the other side.” 
 
    “The other side of what?” Jenny asked, confused. 
 
    “You know?” Star asked suggestively. “The other world.” 
 
    “Are you high on something?” Jenny asked, rolling her eyes at her aunt. 
 
    “Don’t be flippant, girl,” Betty Sue roared. “The veil between our two worlds is thin on Halloween night. It makes it easier for the spirits to come and go.” 
 
    Jenny scrunched up her face. 
 
    “So this man is a spirit of some kind? How come he has a solid body?” 
 
    “Where do you think he came from, Jenny?” Molly asked. 
 
    “Out of town, obviously,” Jenny scoffed. “Unless he’s a local.” 
 
    “He’s not a local,” Heather piped up. “The police would have recognized him. And no one’s come forward to claim him.” 
 
    “You know how he was found, don’t you?” Star reminded them. “Naked. Or almost naked.” 
 
    “Except for a pair of Speedos,” Heather said, trying to hide a smile. “Lime green Speedos to be exact.” 
 
    “He must have washed ashore,” Molly murmured. 
 
    “From where?” Jenny asked. “The Isabella?” 
 
    The women stared back at her, their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “I can be funny too.” 
 
    “Not the Isabella, Jenny,” Heather said in a pained voice. “From one of the boats out there.” 
 
    “Offshore parties are popular on Halloween,” Molly explained. “People hire boats and take them out to sea. Things can get pretty wild.” 
 
    “Maybe he had too much to drink and fell overboard,” Star nodded. “That’s happened before.” 
 
    The Magnolias cringed as a familiar voice hailed them. 
 
    “Yooohooo …” 
 
    A short, plump woman puffed up the café’s steps, followed by a prim young girl dressed in a business suit. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Barb?” Betty Sue boomed. 
 
    Barb Norton was the local do-gooder. She volunteered for every possible activity and event. She took up the smallest projects and formed committees to address them. The Magnolias didn’t consider Barb to be one of them, although they grudgingly admitted she did a lot of good for the town. 
 
    “Good Morning, Mandy,” Jenny greeted the young woman. “I thought you are on vacation?” 
 
    “Why are you all dressed up?” Heather queried. “Didn’t you say you wanted to sleep in?” 
 
    Mandy James was staying at the Bayview Inn while she was visiting. Heather and Betty Sue ran the inn. It was one of the oldest buildings on the island. 
 
    “No time to dilly dally,” Barb interrupted. “I went to the inn to get Mandy.” 
 
    “What are you up to now?” Star asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard about the dead body they found on the beach?” Barb asked. 
 
    “What about it?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “It’s not good for the town,” Barb clucked. “If word gets out that a tourist died during a festival, people will never come to Pelican Cove again.” 
 
    “Aren’t you exaggerating?” Betty Sue asked, quirking an eyebrow. “People die.” 
 
    “Not while the town is celebrating Halloween,” Mandy plunged in. “This is a public relations disaster.” 
 
    “How so?” Jenny wanted to know. 
 
    Mandy’s expression was grim. 
 
    “Tourists took photos of the body and the crime scene and posted it online. A couple of newspapers up north picked up the story. Pelican Cove has made news, for the wrong reasons.” 
 
    “The town has hired Mandy to deal with this nightmare,” Barb spoke up. “I want you to cooperate with her.” 
 
    “When did this happen?” Betty Sue asked. “Why wasn’t I consulted?” 
 
    Betty Sue Morse had veto power over any decision made by the town. She didn’t hesitate to exercise it when needed. 
 
    “I called an emergency meeting,” Barb said. “You weren’t available.” 
 
    “Now look here, Barb …” Betty Sue sputtered. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Relax, Betty Sue,” Star intervened. “If what Mandy says is true, we need to do some damage control right away. You know the oyster festival is coming up this month, and then we have the boardwalk lights. We need tourists!” 
 
    “Mandy’s done a good job before,” Heather soothed.  
 
    She had ample practice in dealing with her grandmother. 
 
    “What do you think we should do then, girl?” Betty Sue asked Mandy imperiously. 
 
    “We need to find out how the man died,” Mandy said immediately.  
 
    “Have the police released a statement?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “They are being tight lipped,” Mandy sighed. “You’re the only one who can make that sheriff talk, Jenny.” 
 
    “Adam and I just started to get along,” Jenny said. “Count me out of this one.” 
 
    Mandy and Barb Norton shared a glance. Barb leaned forward to protest. 
 
    “We need your expertise here, Jenny. You solved a lot of difficult murders. This one should be pretty easy for you.” 
 
    “I’m not a detective, Barb,” Jenny protested. “I just got lucky.” 
 
    Barb gleamed at her. 
 
    “We believe in you, Jenny. The town is ready to hire you to solve this case.” 
 
    “That’s absurd!” Jenny muttered. “I don’t have the time for this. I have my hands full at the café.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the café, Jenny,” Heather butted in. She narrowed her eyes and looked at Barb. “What exactly does Jenny have to do?” 
 
    “Just find out who that man was and what happened to him,” Mandy quipped. 
 
    “How does that help the town?” Star asked. 
 
    “We need to prove that Pelican Cove had nothing to do with the man’s death,” Barb explained.  
 
    “Leave the rest to me,” Mandy promised.  
 
    She waved at the bunch of people walking around on the beach. 
 
    “I will make sure Pelican Cove remains attractive to the tourists.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Pelican Cove was experiencing an Indian summer. The last traces of a flaming sunset were still visible over the horizon. A gentle wind traveled over the Atlantic Ocean, carrying cooler air along with it. Jenny watched the whitecaps roll in the dark and breathed in the heady fragrance of the roses from her garden. She strolled on the beach outside her house, enjoying the warm evening. 
 
    A large, hairy body bounded up to her across the sand, butting her in the knees. 
 
    “Tank!” Jenny exclaimed, hugging the yellow Labrador she had come to love as her own. She scratched him beneath his ears, making him moan in pleasure. 
 
    Tank ran in circles around her, wagging his tail. Jenny pulled a battered tennis ball out of her pocket and threw it in a wide arc. Tank leapt after it with a growl. 
 
    “He’s happy to see you,” a deep voice spoke. 
 
    Adam Hopkins walked up to Jenny, leaning on his cane. He was a war veteran who had taken a bullet in his leg. His old injury flared periodically, along with his mercurial temper. 
 
    Jenny and Adam had been dating for a while. Adam was very particular about keeping his personal and professional lives separate. This was a big source of contention between the couple. 
 
    “Any news on the dead guy?” Jenny asked, getting straight to the point. 
 
    “You know I can’t talk about that, Jenny,” Adam groaned. “I just hope you stay out of the whole sordid business this time.” 
 
    “Can’t.” Jenny shook her head. “The town has hired me to find out what happened.” 
 
    “That’s outrageous!” Adam exclaimed. “What do they think the police force is doing?” 
 
    Jenny shrugged. “I don’t suppose you can throw me a bone?” 
 
    “We are waiting on the autopsy results,” Adam confessed. “Nothing to tell you, Jenny, whether I want to or not.” 
 
    They walked on the beach for a while, talking about their kids and reminiscing about the Halloween party. 
 
    Jenny was at the Boardwalk Café at 5 AM the next morning, ready to prep for breakfast. She opened the doors at six, greeting Captain Charlie, her first customer of the day. 
 
    “Banana hazelnut muffins today, Captain Charlie,” she offered with a smile. “And I’m making crab omelets.” 
 
    Captain Charlie opted for the muffins and a large coffee. Jenny worked nonstop for the next couple of hours, catering to the breakfast crowd. 
 
    Adam Hopkins entered the café at 9 AM, wearing his uniform. 
 
    “How about some breakfast, Sheriff?” Jenny smiled shyly. “It’s your favorite!” 
 
    “I’m here on official business,” Adam said pompously. “Can we talk in private?” 
 
    Jenny led Adam out to the deck. Luckily, none of the customers had chosen to sit outside that day. 
 
    “What is it, Adam?” Jenny asked, wiping her hands on her apron. 
 
    Adam pulled out an envelope from his pocket. He proceeded to pull a piece of paper from it, covered in plastic. 
 
    “Does this look familiar?” 
 
    “You know it does. This is a receipt of purchase from the Boardwalk Café.” 
 
    “Can you tell me anymore about it?” 
 
    Jenny peered at the receipt in her hand. She let out a tiny gasp as she read it more carefully. 
 
    “This is from the day of the Halloween Party.” 
 
    “Day or night?” Adam probed. 
 
    Jenny pulled a pen out of her pocket and pointed at a group of numbers. 
 
    “That’s the timestamp right there, see? It’s for 11:03 PM on October 31. Where did you get this, Adam?” 
 
    “This was found in the dead man’s pocket. It proves he was in the café that night.” 
 
    Jenny shrugged. 
 
    “He could have come in for a drink before he went out on a boat, I guess.” 
 
    “Boat? What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Didn’t the man drown?” Jenny asked cagily. “Molly said he was washed ashore.” 
 
    “We found him on the beach at the edge of the water,” Adam said reluctantly. “That doesn’t mean he took a boat out.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Adam?” Jenny leaned forward. 
 
    “The man died from a blow to his head. He didn’t drown.” 
 
    “He must have hit his head on something.” 
 
    “Like what?” Adam scoffed. “A piece of driftwood? Someone hit him hard, Jenny. The police are treating this as a murder.” 
 
    “How can I help?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “Do you remember seeing this guy in here?” 
 
    Adam pulled out a photo from the envelope and showed it to Jenny. Jenny gulped when she realized the man in the photo was dead. 
 
    “It’s impossible to say, Adam. Everyone was wearing a costume of some kind.” 
 
    “Maybe this guy came dressed as a surfer dude,” Adam mused. “The swim shorts could have been his disguise. Did you see anyone going around bare chested?” 
 
    Jenny shook her head. 
 
    “Try harder, Jenny. The receipt proves the man was at the Boardwalk Café that night.” 
 
    “You were here yourself that night, Adam,” Jenny protested. “The café was packed. The entire town was here, along with dozens of tourists. And they were all wearing costumes. There’s no way I can remember seeing this man here.” 
 
    Adam stood up, looking dejected. 
 
    “Let me know if you remember anything. And Jenny, stay out of this. It’s a murder investigation. I don’t want you meddling in police business.” 
 
    “The town wants me to find out what happened,” Jenny said stoutly. “Barb Norton and the town committee voted on it.” 
 
    “Since when do you listen to what Barb Norton says?” Adam scoffed.  
 
    Jenny stood on deck, watching Adam limp back toward the police station. It was almost 10 in the morning, time for the Magnolias to arrive. She spotted Heather walking up the beach and waved at her. They had a murder to solve. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jenny sat in Jason Stone’s office, waiting for him to finish some paperwork. 
 
    “That’s done!” Jason said, setting aside a file a few minutes later. “What’s going on, Jenny?” 
 
    “I came here to pick your brain,” Jenny admitted. 
 
    “You mean you don’t believe he came over from the other side?” Jason laughed. 
 
    “Where did you hear about that?” Jenny demanded. “Have you been talking to Betty Sue?” 
 
    “It’s all over town,” Jason said seriously. “A bunch of guys were talking about it at the Rusty Anchor last night.” 
 
    “Why are people so obsessed with the paranormal?” Jenny complained. “Is it a small town thing?” 
 
    “It’s Halloween,” Jason told her. “People take Halloween quite seriously around here.” 
 
    “He was real enough to buy stuff from the café,” Jenny said emphatically. “Adam has the receipt to prove it.” 
 
    “Was he staying here in town?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge. He certainly wasn’t staying at the Bayview Inn. Heather’s been asking around among her innkeeper friends. He might have taken a room in some town up or down the coast.” 
 
    “Why do you think he came to Pelican Cove?” 
 
    “For the Halloween party?” Jenny mused. “A lot of people did, you know. We spread the word around on the Internet. People went crazy over the haunted hayrides on the beach. They stayed on to party.” 
 
    “The Boardwalk Café is famous!” Jason smiled encouragingly. “I’m proud of you, Jenny. You are doing a great job.” 
 
    “Do you think the man came here with family? Many people did, you know. Kids really loved the corn maze.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t his family have claimed him by now?” Jason asked. “I think he must have come alone.” 
 
    “Adam won’t say much about when he died,” Jenny said. “Want to go talk to him?” 
 
    “Why not?” Jason quipped.  
 
    Jason and Adam were rivals when it came to having Jenny’s attention. Although Jenny had chosen to date Adam, she considered Jason a close friend.  
 
    Adam Hopkins sat in his office with one leg propped up on a chair. He was in one of his moods. 
 
    “I see you brought your lawyer with you,” he growled. “Have you come to confess, Jenny?” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “We believe the dead man was killed at the Boardwalk Café.” 
 
    “What?” Jason and Jenny burst out.  
 
    “How can you say that?” Jenny asked, arms akimbo. 
 
    “The town was crowded that night,” Adam noted. “Lots of people were walking around with kids, going to the corn maze or the haunted house. Hayrides were in progress on the beach. There’s no way a man was murdered without someone noticing.” 
 
    “The café was crowded too,” Jenny reminded him. 
 
    “True,” Adam nodded. “But the café was dimly lit. And there were many dark corners where someone could have done the deed. Based on our deductions, we think the murder happened at the Boardwalk Café.” 
 
    “That’s a lame theory,” Jenny snapped.  
 
    “Did people leave anything behind that night?” Adam asked, leaning forward with interest. 
 
    “Actually, they did,” Jenny sighed. “Many of them dropped or forgot stuff. I guess we can thank the Rusty Anchor and their drinks for that.” 
 
    “Where is all this stuff, Jenny?” 
 
    “In the Lost and Found box.” 
 
    “Let’s go look at it.” 
 
    Adam strode out of the police station as fast as he could, Jenny and Jason at his heels. He got into a police vehicle and pulled up at the Boardwalk Café two minutes later. 
 
    “Where is this box?” he bellowed. 
 
    Jenny went into a small cramped closet that served as her office. She came out with a cardboard box overflowing with stuff. 
 
    “Here you go,” she snapped, setting down the box before Adam with a thud. 
 
    Adam rifled through the contents, discarding a scarf, a few head bands and a couple of lip balms, items that obviously belonged to women. He pulled up a black garment and shook it out. 
 
    “This looks like a costume,” he muttered. 
 
    He went through the pockets and pulled out a wallet. He jabbed his finger at the drivers’ license inside the wallet. 
 
    “You have been hiding this from us all along?” he glared at Jenny. 
 
    “What …” Jenny stammered as she peered at the photo ID. 
 
    “This is our victim, Jenny,” Adam scowled. “Looks like this costume belonged to him.” 
 
    “So he was dressed as a wizard,” Jason spoke up. “So were plenty of other people.” 
 
    Adam was busy reading the man’s name and address on the license. 
 
    “Isn’t this where you used to live?” he asked Jenny, pointing toward the city in the address. 
 
    Jenny nodded. 
 
    “So did a million other people, Adam.” 
 
    “But a million other people weren’t hiding this from the police.” 
 
    “Hold on, Adam,” Jason spoke up. “Are you saying Jenny did this deliberately?” 
 
    Adam sneered at Jenny. He was in full sheriff mode. 
 
    “Looks like you need a lawyer after all.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Adam,” Jenny pleaded. “I have never seen this man before.” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t know him in your previous life?” Adam pressed. “Was he your old lover? Maybe he came here to meet you, Jenny. Did you have a date with him?” 
 
    Jenny didn’t know what came over her in the next instant. She gave Adam a resounding slap. 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “You just assaulted a police officer,” Adam said coldly. “I can arrest you for that. Ask your lawyer if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    Jenny was trembling with anger. Jason put himself between the two of them. 
 
    “Take it easy, you two.” 
 
    He took Jenny by the shoulders and made her sit down. 
 
    “You need to calm down, Jenny. Control your temper before doing something you will regret.” 
 
    Jenny looked up at Jason, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. 
 
    “You trust me, don’t you? I have never seen that man before.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The Rusty Anchor was Pelican Cove’s favorite watering hole. Jenny sat nursing a glass of chardonnay as a hum of conversation rose around her. 
 
    “Does Adam really think you knew the guy?” Heather asked, munching on the pretzels Eddie had set out. 
 
    “He’s being a jerk again, isn’t he?” Molly asked loyally. 
 
    “He’s just doing his job,” Jenny said listlessly. 
 
    She didn’t sound convincing even to herself. 
 
    “We need to do some research on this guy,” Heather said with purpose. “Have you checked out his social accounts? Searched on the Internet?” 
 
    Jenny shook her head. 
 
    “Why should I have to prove my innocence every time?” 
 
    “That’s not why we are doing it,” Heather winced. “The town hired you to solve this murder, remember? Let’s do that.” 
 
    “If we find out more information about the man,” Molly reasoned, “we will exonerate you automatically.” 
 
    Heather’s fingers flew over her phone as she ran different searches. 
 
    “He’s posted a lot of photos,” she said hopefully. “Let’s go through them.” 
 
    The girls crowded around Heather and stared at the screen as she flipped through dozens of photos. 
 
    “Wait! Go back!” Jenny squealed. 
 
    They stared at the girl in the picture, standing next to the victim. 
 
    “Isn’t that Mandy?” Molly cried. 
 
    “Keep going, Heather,” Jenny said grimly. “We need to be sure.” 
 
    They found Mandy in a few more photos, posing among a group of people or talking to the victim. 
 
    “How does Mandy know the guy?” Molly voiced what everyone was thinking. “And why didn’t she tell us?” 
 
    “What is she hiding?” Heather asked, looking around at the girls. 
 
    “Come on, girls,” Jenny argued. “You don’t really think Mandy had anything to do with this?” 
 
    “She was at the Halloween party,” Heather pointed out. “And she knows the man. So she must have seen him there.” 
 
    “The man was in costume,” Jenny reminded them. “Mandy might not have noticed him.” 
 
    “Or,” Heather mused, widening her eyes, “she arranged to meet him there.” 
 
    “You mean like a rendezvous?” Molly asked eagerly. 
 
    Heather nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “It could have been a date.” 
 
    She turned to Jenny. 
 
    “Why did Mandy come to town anyway? Isn’t she like super busy all the time?” 
 
    “She came here for the Halloween party,” Jenny sighed. “I invited her. Actually, I am sure Barb must have invited her too.” 
 
    Molly banged her hand on the table. 
 
    “Pelican Cove is the perfect place for a secret assignation. Maybe this man was married and Mandy was having an affair with him.” 
 
    “That’s a wild theory,” Jenny argued. “Why are you two so eager to throw Mandy under the bus?” 
 
    “Hello!” Heather said, rolling her eyes. “Have you met Mandy? She’s mean.” 
 
    “She’s not mean,” Jenny protested. “She’s just … intense. She takes her job very seriously.” 
 
    “She’s mean alright,” Molly quipped. “Have you forgotten all those nasty comments she made about the Boardwalk Café? She was ready to tear the place down.” 
 
    “That was part of her job, I guess,” Jenny said lamely. 
 
    “I don’t know why you are siding with Mandy all of a sudden,” Heather scowled. “But you need to tell Adam about these photos.” 
 
    Jenny agreed to do that. The girls gossiped a bit about the people in town and went home.  
 
    Star and Jimmy had gone out for dinner. Jenny heated some leftovers for herself and ate in the kitchen. She watched TV for a while and then laced up her sneakers, ready to go for her walk. Part of her hoped she would run into Adam. The other part wanted to avoid him for as long as possible. 
 
    She stood on the beach outside her house, staring at the waves pounding the shore. The air was perfumed with the roses and gardenias from Seaview’s garden. Jenny rubbed the tiny heart shaped charm that hung around her neck, thinking of her son. He had gifted her a tiny gold charm every year for Mother’s Day since he turned eight. Jenny wore the charms around her neck now. They made her feel close to her son who was away at college. She wondered when he would come for a visit. 
 
    A moist wind off the ocean ruffled Jenny’s hair as she set a brisk pace. Tank and Adam appeared in the distance. Jenny allowed Tank to give her his customary welcome. She looked at Adam uncertainly. 
 
    The expression under his hooded eyes was guarded. 
 
    “Jenny.” 
 
    “I am so sorry, Adam,” Jenny burst out spontaneously. “I didn’t mean to …” 
 
    “It’s forgotten,” Adam said curtly. 
 
    Jenny hastened to tell him about spotting Mandy in the photos. 
 
    “You need to ask her how she knew that guy, Adam.” 
 
    “Are you telling me how to do my job?” Adam asked drily. 
 
    She detected a hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Are you sure the man was killed at the café?” she asked. 
 
    “We are fairly certain,” Adam sighed. “The theory is that someone bashed him in the head at the café and then dumped him on the beach.” 
 
    “But who carried him there?” Jenny voiced the obvious question. “And how or why didn’t anyone notice?” 
 
    “Do you think people were that engrossed in the party?” Adam asked. 
 
    “Surely not?” Jenny mused. “Surely people would have noticed someone dragging a life-size body through the café?” 
 
    “We are going to start interviewing all the people who were there on Halloween night.” 
 
    “You can talk to the locals,” Jenny said, “but what about the tourists or outsiders who attended the party? How are you going to track them down?” 
 
    “There is no easy way to do that,” Adam agreed. “I just hope one of the locals spotted something.” 
 
    “What if Mandy spoke to that guy?” Jenny asked. “She might be able to tell you something.” 
 
    “Forget about this for a moment, Jenny,” Adam said. “Why don’t we talk about us?” 
 
    Jenny sidled close to Adam and leaned against him. They walked hand in hand, Tank trotting along beside them. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Jenny breezed through the breakfast rush. She was getting better at running the café by herself. But she knew she needed to hire some permanent help. 
 
    “I never trusted that Mandy,” Betty Sue declared after taking a bracing sip of her coffee. “She’s a bit too smart for her own good.” 
 
    “Let’s not write her off just yet,” Jenny reasoned. “She might be completely innocent.” 
 
    “Innocent or not, she has to be involved in this somehow,” Heather remarked. 
 
    Jenny had to agree with that. 
 
    She wondered if Adam had talked to Mandy James yet. She packed a lunch basket and decided to go over to the police station to bend his ear. 
 
    Nora, the desk clerk at the station, greeted her cheerfully. Jenny handed over a box of cookies. 
 
    “Chocolate chip and marshmallow with hazelnuts,” she told Nora. 
 
    “Thanks!” Nora grinned. She tipped her head at Adam’s office. “You can’t go in yet. He’s talking to someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “That hotshot consultant who goes around with Barb Norton.” 
 
    “Oh? Then I’m just in time. Let me handle this.” 
 
    Jenny knocked once and pushed Adam’s door open. 
 
    “What is it, Jenny?” Adam scowled. “I’m busy.” 
 
    Mandy James was sitting at the edge of a chair, dressed in one of her formal suits. She perked up when she spied Jenny. 
 
    “I want Jenny to sit in on this,” Mandy said. “She’s working on this too.” 
 
    “I don’t have to listen to you,” Adam snapped. “Jenny has no official capacity here.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Mandy agreed. “But she’s my friend and I trust her.” 
 
    Jenny placed her basket on the desk and pulled up a chair before Adam could say anything more. 
 
    “I won’t say a word,” she promised. “Pretend I’m not here.” 
 
    Adam muttered something under his breath and sighed deeply. His resigned expression clearly conveyed his state of mind. 
 
    “So why am I here?” Mandy asked. 
 
    Adam quickly brought her up to speed. 
 
    “I am warning you, Miss James. It’s in your best interests to come clean.” 
 
    “Can you show me what pictures you are talking about?” 
 
    Jenny had saved some of the pictures on her phone. She handed it over to Mandy. Mandy flipped through the images, shaking her head. 
 
    “This is the guy who died? What was he doing in Pelican Cove?” 
 
    “We thought you might be able to explain that,” Adam said. 
 
    “I barely knew him! I didn’t even know he was here the night of the party.” 
 
    “Can you tell us what your relationship was with the deceased?” 
 
    “I met him while working on a project in the city,” Mandy explained. “He was one of the volunteers, I guess.” 
 
    Adam pointed to the pictures on the phone. 
 
    “You seem pretty close.” 
 
    “Those are just PR photos,” Mandy dismissed. “Taken while we were working together, you know. As you can see, there are plenty of other people around us. It was a group activity and I asked them to take the photos to post on a website.” 
 
    Adam didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “I don’t even remember the man’s name,” Mandy burst out. “You have to believe me.” 
 
    “What more can you tell us about him?” Adam pressed. 
 
    Mandy looked thoughtful as she reflected on the question. She leaned forward suddenly. 
 
    “He was a scumbag! He was hitting on me all the time.” 
 
    “Did you reciprocate?” 
 
    “Of course not. I don’t mingle with my clients.” She gave Jenny an apologetic look. “Pelican Cove is an exception. You have all made me feel at home here.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Adam asked impatiently. “This is important.” 
 
    “There was a girl who was hanging out with him. I think they were together. He was leering at me inspite of that. He was a scoundrel alright.” 
 
    “She didn’t gouge his eyes out?” Jenny joked. 
 
    Mandy snapped her fingers. 
 
    “They did have a fight. The girl was waving her arms around, yelling at him. I didn’t know what it was about at the time, but maybe she was tired of him ogling other women.” 
 
    “Would you recognize this girl if you saw her again?” Adam asked. 
 
    Mandy wasn’t sure of that. 
 
    “Do you know why this man might have come to Pelican Cove?” 
 
    Mandy had no answer for that either. 
 
    Adam had to let Mandy go.  
 
    “I got you some lunch,” Jenny told Adam, pointing toward the basket. 
 
    Adam took a big bite of Jenny’s famous autumn chicken salad sandwich. He was looking thoughtful. 
 
    “Why don’t I check out the people on the beach?” Jenny suggested. “Get an idea of how many tourists are still around?” 
 
    Adam rolled his eyes. 
 
    “How is that going to help?” 
 
    “You never know,” Jenny shrugged. “Someone might have noticed something.” 
 
    “Make sure you don’t harass anyone, Jenny. I don’t want any complaints.” 
 
    Jenny enjoyed her brief walk back to the Boardwalk Café. It was a light and breezy day and the smell of burning leaves mingled with the salty tang of the ocean. 
 
    Mandy sat on the deck of the Boardwalk Café, tapping her foot impatiently. She sprang up when she saw Jenny coming up the steps. 
 
    “You believe I’m innocent, don’t you, Jenny?” 
 
    “I don’t think you have any motive,” Jenny said honestly. “Unless you wanted to kill the man for hitting on you.” 
 
    Mandy’s face fell. 
 
    “Relax, I’m joking.” 
 
    Mandy gave her a watery smile. 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “I was planning to talk to people on the beach.” Jenny waved her hand at the people lounging in camp chairs and strolling around. 
 
    Mandy folded her arms and nodded. 
 
    “Count me in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Jenny and Mandy went around the beach, showing people the man’s photo. No one recognized him. 
 
    “There was a big crowd here that day, you know?” a wizened woman lying on a cabana said.  
 
    She was wearing a black one piece bathing suit that showed off her curves. Jenny secretly admired her muscle tone. 
 
    “The main thing you gotta remember here is that almost everyone was in costume. Some people had painted faces. Others wore masks. And it was dark! I wouldn’t know who they were in the light of the day.” 
 
    “What if someone dragged a body around,” Jenny asked. “Would you notice?” 
 
    “I might,” the woman offered. 
 
    She didn’t sound confident. 
 
    Jenny spotted a makeshift ticket booth by the corn maze. A man was sitting there, scratching his face. He waved them over. Jenny had seen the man around town and served him at the café so she knew he was a local. 
 
    “Anything I can help you with?” 
 
    Mandy thrust the phone in his face and pointed at the dead man’s picture. 
 
    “Seen this guy around town?” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “I never forget a face. This man sure didn’t buy a ticket for the corn maze.” 
 
    “Were you here on Halloween night?” Jenny asked him. 
 
    “Right until midnight,” the man said, bobbing his head. “Joined the party at the café after that. Man, that was some shindig.” 
 
    “You didn’t see anyone dragging a body to the beach, did you?” 
 
    The man rubbed at a spot on his face. Jenny figured he was coming out with a rash. 
 
    “No, Ma’am. I didn’t see anyone dragging a body. But I saw someone carrying a skeleton on their shoulders.” 
 
    His shoulders shook as he cackled at his own joke. 
 
    “Say that again,” Jenny said sharply. 
 
    “I figure it must have been a couples’ costume,” the man offered. “You know, like Sonny and Cher? That man must have been a great actor. He wasn’t moving at all. One time, the witch stumbled over something. The skeleton slid down her body, like dead weight. Don’t know how he managed that.” 
 
    Jenny thanked the man and grabbed Mandy’s hand. Her eyes could barely hide their excitement as she hurried back to the café. 
 
    “We need to look at all the witches from the party. Didn’t you take some photos too, Mandy?” 
 
    “You think it was the witch?” Mandy asked. “But there were at least a dozen witches, Jenny. Even your aunt was dressed as a witch.” 
 
    “We can strike her off,” Jenny panted. “And a couple other local women too.” 
 
    They sat down on the deck and went through Jenny’s pictures. 
 
    “I have a hunch,” Jenny said. “It’s a wild guess, really, but I have a strong feeling about it.” 
 
    Jenny flipped through all the pictures on her phone. They came across a few witches. Neither Mandy nor Jenny recognized them. 
 
    “We’ll set these aside for now,” Jenny said. “Show me your photos now, Mandy.” 
 
    Mandy paused when she came across a young witch. 
 
    “This girl looks familiar.” 
 
    She stared at the photo for a minute and banged a fist on the table. 
 
    “I know! She’s the one that dead guy was hanging out with. Remember I told you how she was yelling at him? She punched him and broke his nose.” 
 
    “You didn’t mention that before!” Jenny cried. 
 
    “It’s just coming back to me,” Mandy apologized. “It was almost a year ago.” 
 
    “We need to tell Adam,” Jenny sighed, getting up. “Do you want to come with me?” 
 
    Adam’s reaction was predictable.  
 
    “That’s a fantastic theory, Jenny!” 
 
    “Do you have any other leads?” Jenny demanded. “I doubt she’s still in the area but she might have rented a room at some local inn.” 
 
    Adam solicited Heather’s help. Heather was a member of a local innkeepers’ association. She forwarded the young witch’s photo to the group. Luckily, one of them responded a couple of hours later. 
 
    “Looks like she stayed in a neighboring town,” Adam told Jenny. “The woman said she’s left some stuff behind. Want to go with me?” 
 
    Jenny wasn’t about to refuse such an offer. She couldn’t believe Adam was actually offering to take her along with him. 
 
    They found two costumes in the girl’s room. 
 
    “Young people today are so careless,” the old woman who owned the inn lamented. “I suppose she doesn’t have any use for these costumes. In my day, we wore the same costume year after year. Didn’t waste money on frivolous things, you know.” 
 
    Jenny and Adam let the woman prattle on for a few minutes. Then they took the costumes and turned back. 
 
    “A witch and a skeleton!” Jenny looked at Adam triumphantly. “Do you believe me now?” 
 
    Adam had taken the girl’s contact information from the inn’s records. He put the word out.  
 
    “We should be bringing her in any time now.” 
 
    “You think she used her real name?” Jenny mused. “That’s either too bold or too foolish.” 
 
    “She may not have come here with intent to kill.” 
 
    “So what? She just came here for the Halloween party?” 
 
    Adam shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The Magnolias were assembled on the deck of the Boardwalk Café. Jenny had just brought out a plate of warm pumpkin spice muffins. Betty Sue was busy knitting an orange scarf. She set down her needles and took a sip of her steaming hot coffee. 
 
    “You did it again, Jenny,” Heather squealed, clapping her hands. 
 
    “Bravo!” Molly spoke, chewing on a piece of muffin. 
 
    Jenny’s aunt Star patted her on the back. 
 
    “Tell us the whole story,” Betty Sue ordered. 
 
    Barb Norton came up the boardwalk with Mandy. 
 
    “Hold on, Jenny. I want to hear this too.” 
 
    Jenny blushed. 
 
    “I didn’t do much.” 
 
    “Don’t be modest,” Star said. “Tell us what happened.” 
 
    “It was the girl,” Jenny explained. “She was kind of obsessed with the dead guy.” 
 
    “I thought they were together?” Molly asked. 
 
    “He was a villain himself,” Jenny told them. “The girl said he hit on other women all the time. They had a fight and he dumped her. But she couldn’t forget him. She stalked him. She found out he was coming to this party. She came here, hoping to make up with him. Then she saw Mandy here. She remembered Mandy from last year.” 
 
    Mandy spoke up. 
 
    “She thought the man came here to hook up with me.” 
 
    “She was already on edge, I guess,” Jenny went on. “She flipped. She bashed him on the head in a fit of anger. Then she panicked. She found a skeleton costume lying in a closet.” 
 
    “How did she manage to put it on him?” Heather wondered. “And how come no one noticed?” 
 
    “People were busy enjoying themselves,” Jenny guessed. “It was all spur of the moment. Maybe that’s why she was successful. She dressed the man in the skeleton’s costume and carried him on her shoulder.” 
 
    Mandy backed Jenny up. 
 
    “Anyone looking at her thought it was some kind of gag. People hardly noticed her.” 
 
    “Why dump him on the beach?” Star asked. 
 
    “To buy herself some time, I guess,” Jenny said, “or mislead the police. Everyone thought the man had drowned at sea and washed up on shore.” 
 
    “What about him being from the other world?” Molly asked. 
 
    “That was her too,” Jenny sighed. “She called in a lead to a couple of newspapers, told them that’s what the locals believed.” 
 
    “I don’t understand one thing,” Heather spoke up. “How did she manage to carry a two hundred pound man from the café to the beach?” 
 
    “Oh! I almost forgot,” Jenny smiled. “She’s a champion wrestler.” 
 
    ***THE END*** 
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