
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


* * * * *

 


FREE EBOOK OFFER

 


Sign up for our newsletter to be the first to
know about our new releases, special bargains, and giveaways, and
as a bonus receive a FREE ebook!

 


Sign up for the
Gemma Halliday newsletter!

 


* * * * *


* * * * *

 


 


DANGER COVE
MYSTERIES

BOXED SET

BOOKS 1-5

 


by

 


CHRISTINA A. BURKE, SIBEL
HODGE,

JENNIFER FISCHETTO, GIN
JONES, TRACI ANDRIGHETTI

& ELIZABETH
ASHBY

 


 


* * * * *

 


Copyright © 2015 by Christina A. Burke, Sible
Hodges, Jennifer Fischetto, Gin Jones, Traci Andrighetti

Gemma Halliday Publishing

http://www.gemmahallidaypublishing.com

 


 


All rights reserved. Without limiting the
rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the
prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above
publisher of this book.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the
author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author
acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various
products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used
without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not
authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark
owners.

 



TABLE OF CONTENTS

 


Secret of the Painted Lady (book
#1)

by Christina A. Burke & Elizabeth
Ashby

 


Murder & Mai Tais (book #2)

by Sibel Hodge & Elizabeth Ashby

 


Death by Scones (book #3)

by Jennifer Fischetto & Elizabeth
Ashby

 


Patchwork of Death (book #4)

by Gin Jones & Elizabeth Ashby

 


Deadly Dye and a Soy Chai (book #5)

by Traci Andrighetti & Elizabeth
Ashby

 


BONUS CONTENT

 


Free Book Offer

 


Danger Cove Book List

 


Sneak Peak of

Killer Clue at the Ocean View (book #6)

by T. Sue VerSteeg & Elizabeth
Ashby


* * * * *

 


SECRET OF THE PAINTED
LADY

 Danger Cove Mysteries book
#1

 


by

 


CHRISTINA A.
BURKE

&

ELIZABETH ASHBY

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


"Sold!" yelled the auctioneer. "To the
little lady in the ball cap. Hold up your number, please."

I groaned inwardly. I'd just paid a small
fortune for a Victorian over a century old. Would a little respect
be too much to ask?

"Name?" asked the auctioneer.

"Alex Jordan, Finials and
Facades Renovation and Restoration Services," I replied with a
glance around. The courthouse steps had cleared out, and only a few
die-hard flippers were there for the last sale of the day. Aging
Victorians (I preferred to think of them as Painted Ladies)
registered with the exacting Washington State Historic Society were
not sought-after properties with this crowd. Most of these guys
were looking to make a quick buck.

Not that I wasn't in need of a payday, but I
wasn't your run-of-the-mill flipper. Over the past two years, I had
purchased three dilapidated Painted Ladies in my home town of
Danger Cove, Washington, and painstakingly restored them to their
former glory. I'd also sold them for a tidy profit. Two were now
B&Bs, and one was owned by a wealthy antique dealer. Not too
shabby for a little lady.

Danger Cove was the perfect place to find
bargains in the Victorian market. It was a quaint little coastal
town just enough off the beaten path to make it interesting but
close enough to Seattle to keep the tourists coming. Main Street,
lined with shops and restaurants, fairly hummed with shoppers
during the fall and spring. The town had its roots in the fishing
industry, and many a fortune had been made at the turn of the last
century, spawning the large estates of the wealthy families. Over
time, ups and downs in the town's economy had eroded much of the
old money, leaving the estates in disrepair. Opportunities abounded
as long as there was money to invest.

A black Cadillac roared up to the steps of
the courthouse. The remaining buyers and the auctioneer gave a
collective groan. Local real estate developer and Texas transplant,
Jack Condor, liked big talk and big hats. He was wearing a glaring
white ten-gallon number today.

Jack stepped out of his car and waved a
beefy arm at the auctioneer. "Current bid plus ten percent,
Phil."

Phil didn't seem to appreciate the familiar
use of his name. "Bidding's closed, Mr. Condor."

"Why, I say, Phil, that just can't be." Jack
made a big show of looking at the time on his Rolex.

"Oh, it be," replied Phil stubbornly. This
wasn't his first run-in with Jack Condor. "And Miss Jordan's the
new owner."

Jack's face went red above his loud,
checkered sport jacket.

The man beside me tipped his I Brake for
Brunettes trucker hat to one side and said to his partner,
"Don't he remind you of someone? A cartoon character?"

His partner cocked his head. "Nope, just
looks like a big blowhard to me. Got his feathers all in a
bunch."

The man snapped his fingers. "That's it!
He's like that big chicken from the Looney Tunes. What's his
name?"

I giggled and looked over at them. "Foghorn
Leghorn?"

"That's it! Big stupid rooster crowin'
around the henhouse." Both men guffawed.

Jack Condor scowled in our direction. I was
able to remain straight faced, until the guy in the hat said
loudly, "Bawk, bawk."

I laughed out loud and sucked in air with a
snort.

Condor walked up the steps, saying, "I don't
see what's so funny, Miss Jordan, about being party to an illegal
sale. The auction was supposed to be conducted from four to five
p.m. My watch shows 4:55."

"I've been runnin' these auctions since long
before you came to town," Phil cut in angrily. "I follow the letter
of the law. Auction begins at four and continues until all
properties are disposed of or five o'clock. Whichever comes first.
Period." Phil gathered up his papers and stalked back into the
courthouse.

Condor turned to me, changing tactics with a
sweep of his white hat. "Forgive me, Miss Jordan. I have a client
who expressed a sudden interest in the property. A very wealthy
client. I'm sure we can come to some agreement." He smiled
winningly. He had the sparkling white teeth of a TV star.

I tamped down another giggle. I just
couldn't get that big rooster out of my head. "I'm sorry, Mr.
Condor, but I've been waiting to buy Marlton House for months.
It'll be my biggest restoration to date, and frankly, I stand to
make a lot more than ten percent. Bring your client by when it's
finished, and I'll consider an offer then."

His smile faltered a little. "Twenty
percent. Final offer." He stuck out his hand for me to shake.

I shook my head.

Condor withdrew his hand and pointed a long
finger at me. "You've gotten lucky on a few junked-up old houses.
That's not going to keep the wolf away from Grandma's door for
long, missy. The whole town knows you're just one flop away from
the poorhouse. This game's for the big boys."

I could feel steam coming from my ears.
"That so? Well, I'd put any one of my restored Vics against all
your two-bit cardboard condos. This is what actual work looks
like." I wiggled my calloused hands in his face. "You wouldn't know
anything about that, would you? Too busy strutting around town,
crowing about yourself, and suckering people into houses they can't
afford."

The two guys behind me stepped up. The guy
with the hat said, "You heard the lady. Now quit squawkin' and get
walkin'. Make it quick, 'cause I'm getting a taste for fried
chicken all of a sudden."

Condor puffed himself up and turned on his
heel. As he opened the car door, he spun toward me. "You'll regret
this, Miss Jordan. I promise you."

His threat hung heavy as the Cadillac roared
away. The man in the hat patted my shoulder, saying, "Don't you
worry about that fella, sweetie. Those outta-towners are all the
same. Come in here actin' like big shots for a couple of years, and
then the cove takes the wind out of their sails. We'll send that
one packin' one day—mark my word." He nodded sagely.

His partner added, "Yep. An' if not, my wife
makes a mean chicken pot pie."

They laughed all the way back to their
pickup trucks. I mounted the steps of the courthouse and wondered
if I'd bitten off more than I could chew.

 


* * *

 


Thirty minutes later, after what seemed like
reams of paperwork, I had the keys to Marlton House in hand. The
weather was still cool despite spring's official arrival last week.
I was glad I'd worn a thermal shirt under my heavy corduroy jacket.
So I wasn't a fashion plate. Not even close. My standard uniform
consisted of a ponytail under a baseball cap, work shirt, jeans,
and steel-toed boots. I'd been accused by my more mod friends of
hiding behind my work clothes.

They didn't understand that I was already
working handicapped by my small stature in the good ole boy world
of construction. No need to draw more attention to myself. And my
generous curves had a way of attracting trouble all on their own.
The few times I'd ventured around town in anything but my work
clothes had been a disaster. Case in point: the tube-top
incident.

To be fair to myself, my understanding of
tube-top design had been limited to pictures of waif-like models in
magazines. I now had an up-close-and-personal understanding of the
less than supportive nature of the garment. Unfortunately, so did
the checkout clerk at the grocery store.

My phone vibrated. A glance at the screen
confirmed it was my grandmother, reminding me to pick up the
flowers. Despite being ninety-two, Janiece Jordan (don't ever call
her Janice) had embraced technology. Gram hadn't married
until she was almost thirty, and said she'd relented and married my
grandfather because he could beat her at gin rummy and knew how to
hold his liquor and his tongue. My father had been a late-in-life
baby. But sadly, my grandfather had died of a heart attack before
my father was out of diapers, and Gram had been left to raise him
alone. Gram kept with the old ways, as in back when there was
plenty of money and there were servants at the family estate of
Rockgrove. She didn't feel our deteriorating financial situation
should change her high standards, and she continued to run the
household with the clockwork accuracy and attention to detail of a
first-class hotel. Fresh flowers on Friday were a must. And not
just any old flowers would do. They had to be from a specific local
florist. Sigh.

I didn't mind picking up flowers for Gram.
In fact when Millie Mason was the owner of Some Enchanted Florist,
I looked forward to it. Millie had been the town gossip, always
having a little nugget of interesting information for her clients.
I'd bought two of my houses because of tips from Millie. The new
owner, however, was no Millie.

I rounded the corner and nodded to two
elderly women from Gram's quilting group. I crossed the street and
glanced up at the sign for Some Enchanted Florist. I had to admit,
grudgingly, that the lighted, professionally designed sign was an
improvement on Millie's old hand-painted one. I also liked the
display of grab-and-go bouquets on the sidewalk and the hanging
plants beside the glass door. It made you feel like you were
walking through a garden as you entered the store.

No, there was nothing wrong with the shop.
It was the new owner, George Fontaine, who grated on my nerves. His
foreign mannerisms bordered on affectation. His glossy, perfectly
coifed black hair. His ridiculous wardrobe. The man wore tailored
suits to work in a flower shop! And he called me Alexandra. Nobody
called me Alexandra except Gram. Yep, the man was a kook with a
capital K.

His mysterious appearance a year ago as the
new owner of the shop had been a source of town gossip for months.
Anyone new to Danger Cove drew notice, but George's cultured
personality and upscale wardrobe had townspeople calling him
"highfalutin." Not to mention, he didn't seem to know a whole lot
about being a florist. Millie had agreed to stay on and help with
the transition for a couple of months. And while Millie
complimented his design ideas, she shook her head at his technique.
He clearly had not been a florist by trade but offered no hints
about his life before Danger Cove. Eventually, Millie's stamp of
approval and his unfailing good manners and hospitality had been
enough to win over the town. Unfortunately for me, once George had
passed the town sniff-test, he was Bachelor Number One on Gram's
list of eligible men. Gram's matchmaking was reaching epic
proportions with the passing of each year. She just couldn't
understand why I'd prefer digging around old houses to having a
husband and a family.

The tinkling of bells sounded as I opened
the door. I was in olfactory overload as the scent of dozens of
varieties of flowers hit my nose. George looked up. A beaming smile
lit his face as he came out from behind the old-fashioned glass
case with a wide Formica countertop.

"I have something special for Janiece this
week," he said without preamble. He walked over to the cooler and
pulled out a large bundle of flowers. "Velvet pink dendrobium
orchids mixed with all the usual suspects, of course."

The flowers were beautiful as always, but I
couldn't tell the difference between orchids and okra. Instead, I
took the opportunity to look for flaws in his perfectly groomed
figure. No dandruff on his wide shoulders. No gray hairs in his
ebony locks. No smudge of yellow on his starched white collar. Not
even a crease at the back of the knee on his linen slacks. How was
that even possible? Unless maybe he kept his pants on a hanger and
stood around in his underwear when there weren't any customers.

I smiled at that. He turned around and
caught me grinning. "She can smile," he said with just a hint of
sarcasm.

"Of course I can," I replied.

"Just not around me," he said with a raised
brow. Was that a shadow under his eyes?

I glared at him. "I don't usually have a lot
to smile about when I come in here." It came out a little
defensively, so I added, "But today I do. I just settled on Marlton
House."

"My congratulations. Where is the house
located?" he asked politely, but there was a weary note in his
voice. Maybe business wasn't quite measuring up to his
expectations. He didn't seem quite so lively today. "Forty-Two
South Main Street. Just around the corner from here."

George whistled softly. "That's some house.
I'd love to get a look inside." He had stepped closer when he
handed me the flowers, and I could smell his clean yet exotic
cologne. I looked up and realized I'd have to crane my neck to make
eye contact at this proximity.

I took a step back, saying, "Yeah, you and
Jack Condor both."

He gave me an odd look. "How so?" His voice
was casual, but there was an undertone of interest.

I shrugged as I handed him my credit card.
"He tried to swoop in and buy it out from under me at the
courthouse. Luckily, he was too late. He even made an offer to buy
it from me at a premium, but I'm not sure I'd have sold it to him
at any price."

George rang up my card and handed me the
receipt. "Can't say I blame you. Never trust a man who buys his
flowers at the Stop 'n Shop."

Jack Condor didn't strike me as the
flower-buying type. But I didn't have time to discuss the point if
I wanted to do a walk-through of Marlton House. It was almost dusk,
and the house didn't have the electricity on yet.

"Thanks for these." I held up the flowers,
turning toward the door. "Gram's going to love them."

"Say, how about I accompany you to Marlton
House?" George said smoothly. "I'd love to see inside, and I could
hold the flowers." He smiled at me, and his eyes twinkled. I
noticed a faint dimple in his right cheek.

I glanced pointedly at his attire. "No
offense, but you're not exactly dressed for the occasion. And don't
you have to stay here until closing?"

"These old things?" He waved a hand and
stepped in front of me, flipping the sign over to
Closed.

"After you, Alexandra," he said, holding the
door open and taking the flowers from my arms.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Although there was a chill in the air, the
outdoor cafes downtown were filled near to capacity with tourists
enjoying the last few moments of sunshine. My stomach grumbled as
we passed the Cinnamon Sugar Bakery; I looked in longingly. I was
starving, and a nice hot croissant would pick me right up. But time
was wasting, and I had no intention of having a tête-à-tête with
George.

The wind picked up as we turned the corner,
and Marlton House came into view. It was a true Painted Lady. The
steep roof, circular tower, and porch with decorative gables
defined it as a classic Queen Anne. The style was one of the more
recognizable Victorian designs that blended a cottage feel with the
unabashed adornment of the Victorian era. Right now, though, the
Painted Lady was showing her age. Peeling paint, sagging roof,
shingles hanging askew at odd angles. She needed a full
facelift.

"So what's your interest in Marlton House?"
I asked. Aside from the occasional comment about a passerby, George
had been silent on the walk over.

"I'm from Boston originally, but my family
moved around a lot. I grew up in Europe, London mostly, and I've
lived in similar houses. Examples of European architecture of the
period. It's interesting to see the American versions. Besides," he
said, turning toward me, "these houses have character, and I'm a
sucker for anything with character."

He flashed a dimple at me. I wondered
briefly if he was flirting with me. "Well that explains your
accent," I said to cover my flash of embarrassment.

"What accent?" he asked. "I'm as American as
apple pie." He held out his arms.

I made a face. "Yeah, an apple pie wrapped
in upper crust."

He laughed at my joke. It was warm and
throaty and left me even more uncomfortable.

I was glad when we reached Marlton House.
The overgrown shrubbery obscured the large plate glass windows that
graced the front of the house. Only the heavy, weathered double
door was visible as we wound our way around the brick walkway and
up the dilapidated stairs onto the porch.

George's Italian loafer crunched through a
stair, and he stumbled. I glanced down at the scuffed shoe and
dirty cuff of his linen pants. "This place's got character, all
right. Could you try not to bust it up anymore than necessary? I
own it now, remember?"

George smiled sheepishly. "Will do." He
pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dusted his pants off.

I rolled my eyes. Who carried a handkerchief
around anymore? Jeez. I fumbled in my pocket for the old-fashioned
iron key. At the top of my to-do list was having the locksmith in
to change the locks. The original ones provided almost no security.
I noticed with surprise that a real estate agent's lockbox was
attached to the front door. The house hadn't been available for
viewings once it went to sheriff's sale last month. I hadn't been
able to do more than peek in the windows and survey the grounds.
Which made this flip riskier than most.

The lock gave a squeal as I turned the key.
I shoved hard against the warped door. Nothing happened. I put my
shoulder into it and gave it another go. The door didn't budge.

"Allow me," George said, stepping in front
of me.

Sure, why not. "Be my guest." I stepped
aside.

George looked at the door, running his hand
along the edge near the top. He banged hard with his fist and then
turned the knob and pushed. The door gave a groan as it swung
inward. Creak. Creak. Creeeak. It got louder
the wider George pushed it open.

"I don't suppose you brought a flashlight?"
he asked, peering into the shadowy gloom.

I reached into my jacket and pulled out a
small but powerful flashlight. "Wouldn't make me much of a
contractor if I didn't."

I flipped the light on and walked through
the front door. The air was stuffy and smelled of old wood, mold,
rotting linens, and something else I couldn't quite put my finger
on at the moment. I shined my light around the large foyer. It was
amazing.

"Is that marble?" George asked, peering down
at the floor.

I crouched down and ran my hand over the
dirty floor. It was cool and smooth. I used my jacket sleeve to rub
a clean circle and shined the light on it. "Yep. Wow—this is a lot
of marble." I followed the floor all the way to the sweeping
staircase. These types of features, original high-end finishes,
could up the value through the roof.

"Beautiful," he said sincerely. I shined the
light over at him.

"Thanks." My flashlight caught on the
intricate mahogany paneling coated with dust and grime, but
salvageable. There were two large stained glass windows that
followed the rise of the stairs up to a magnificent landing and
then on up to the second floor.

There was a receiving room or parlor off one
side of the foyer. This room had an oversized fireplace, boarded up
windows, and rotting green shag carpet over the hardwood
floors.

"Looks like this place had a 1970's update,"
George observed.

I pointed my light at the ceiling. "Crap.
Looks like we've got water damage up there."

George walked over to the heavy
orange-and-green curtains and gave them a tug. "I'll let some light
in so you can get a closer look."

I saw the curtain rod buckle and let out a
yell. Too late. I rushed over to George, now covered in yards of
musty old fabric. I dug through the layers and helped him sit
up.

"Are you okay?" I shined the light on him as
he got to his feet. His hair stuck up in several places, and a fine
coating of dust gave him a spectral-like quality. His linen pants
were wrinkled, his jacket stained, and his white cotton shirt was a
sickly shade of gray.

He coughed and sputtered. "I'm fine…I'm
fine." Then he gave me a wry look. "Twenty minutes with you and
look at me. I'll be lucky not to get picked up for vagrancy on my
way home."

"Yeah, you don't look so hot. I'm not sure
you're cut out for the rehab business."

He pulled out his handkerchief and dabbed at
his face. I shook my head. What a dandy. "Nonsense. A little dirt
isn't going to slow me down. Lead on." He pointed toward the
foyer.

I shrugged. "You're a glutton for
punishment."

"So I've been told," he replied
cryptically.



* * *

 


The kitchen had also been redone in the
1970s and sported matching avocado-green appliances, brown laminate
cabinets, electric-orange countertops, and a hole in the ceiling
that was large enough to see the waning sunlight through. Nothing I
couldn't fix, of course. But the dollars were adding up faster than
a New York taxi meter in rush-hour traffic. The kitchen's gleaming
tin ceiling was its only redeeming feature, and it would need
intricate repair work once the hole was patched.

"Whoa," George said, "you've got your work
cut out for you in here."

"Yeah, I knew it would be a gut job. All
these old places are, but I'll probably use that soapstone sink and
some of the fixtures. And just look at the beautiful tin ceiling."
My mind was suddenly racing with all the possibilities of the room.
Move the sink over to the window. Put an island down the
middle.

"You really do love your job, don't you?" He
was looking at me with admiration in his eyes.

"Don't you?" I asked curiously.

He thought about it. "I'm satisfied with my
job. But it's not quite the same." Our eyes held for a moment too
long.

I fidgeted and turned away, heading back
toward the hall. There was a powder room under the stairs, sans
toilet. "That's a little odd," George commented.

I glanced in. "Happens more often than you'd
think."

"A secondary toilet market?" he asked
quizzically.

"Couldn't say, but these houses are always
missing a toilet or two," I replied.

We found an enormous ballroom divided by
massive pocket doors. The floors were badly scarred, but the rest
of the room was in good order. Unfortunately, the solarium off the
back of the ballroom was not in as good of shape. Most of the
windows were broken. I wasn't sure I'd be able to afford to repair
them. I might end up tearing that down. Something I hated to
do.

"Well, this is a real shame," George
murmured looking around. "We had a solarium in our home in London.
The things you could grow there in the dead of winter. Truly
extraordinary."

His serious, articulate voice contrasted
sharply with his grimy, disheveled appearance. I giggled. "You look
ridiculous."

He pursed his lips. "Kicking a man when he's
down? What would Janiece say?"

I narrowed my eyes. "She'd say, and I quote,
'You play with fire, don't whine about getting burned.'"

He laughed. "I can hear her saying that. And
that horrible bird of hers squawking in agreement. Every time she
calls me to change her order, all I can hear is that bird
haranguing her in the background."

"Smitty takes some getting used to," I
agreed. Gram's sixty-year-old parrot was a bit eccentric, to say
the least. She'd acquired him when she'd married my grandfather.
Gram said he went with the house. So I suppose if anything happened
to Gram, I was next in the bird inheritance line. Oh joy.

"That," George said, returning my smile, "is
an understatement. I know he's had a long life, but he looks to be
at death's door. I wouldn't think living at Rockgrove would've been
so taxing on the poor thing."

"According to Gram, he was never much to
look at, and he's a bit more bedraggled lately," I admitted. "But
he's got personality." Although I didn't exactly love the bird, I
didn't like to hear strangers talking trash about the family
mascot.

"Touché," George said with a wave of his
hand. "Throwing my words back at me. What's that look for?"

I couldn't contain myself another moment.
"Who says things like 'touché'? It's like you walked out of a Monty
Python skit. Who are you?"

George stared at me for a long minute.
"That's an interesting question." He nodded and left the room. I
hurried behind him with the flashlight.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

I caught him as he started to climb the
stairs. "It means it's nearly dark, and we've still got the second
story to look over. However, I'd love to have a more detailed
discussion over dinner sometime."

The invitation caught me off guard. "Are you
asking me out?"

"If I did," he said looking down at me,
"what would you say?"

"Probably no," I answered honestly.

"Then I won't ask you now." He turned and
started up the stairs.

"Hey," I yelled, following him, "you can't
do that. You have to ask and take your chances."

"You'll have to show me that one in the
dating rule book," he said, not breaking his stride.

I grumbled all the way up the staircase,
forgetting to check for damage. Who did he think he was? Mr. Preppy
was going to teach me about dating? No way.

We made our way through the five bedrooms.
Two had been part of the 1970's renovation. Thankfully, the other
three just needed new windows and a fresh coat of paint.
Unfortunately, the master bathroom had been part of the
renovation.

"They had a penchant for avocado, didn't
they?" George said, peering over my shoulder.

"Yeah, a real penchant," I said with an eye
roll. This guy.

We left the master bedroom and headed down
the hallway. "What's that smell? I don't recognize it."

George sniffed delicately. "That's strange."
He sniffed again.

"What's strange?" I asked.

"It smells like lime."

"Lime? Like the citrus fruit?"

George shook his head. "No, like the lime
farmers spread on fields."

I sniffed again. "It smells weird. Like
sickly sweet."

We reached the hallway bathroom, and I
turned the crystal knob. The door creaked and swung open. The smell
was stronger in here. The bathroom was tiled in black and white
subway tiles from ceiling to floor. A toilet and sink sat in one
corner, and a huge claw-foot tub stood in the other, with an old
shower curtain drawn across it.

"Score!"
I cried. "Original tub." These tubs were big, beautiful, and
indestructible. Buyers loved them. My light caught something on the
floor. A man's flip-flop.

We both stared at the incongruous object.
Why would there be a flip-flop in the bathroom? "Looks like we
might have squatters." Great, just great. Freeloaders who were
nearly impossible to get out through the court system. "What's all
that white powder?" I pointed my flashlight at the floor. There
were also small drops of something darker peppering the white
powder.

George walked into the room and leaned over
the bathtub. He didn't say anything for ten seconds. Then, "It's
definitely lime."

"Why would there be lime in the bathtub?" I
asked, walking toward him.

He held up a hand to ward me off. "To cover
up the smell of the dead guy," he said, pointing at the tub.


CHAPTER THREE

 


The police arrived within five minutes of my
9-1-1 call. Three hours later, George and I were still answering
questions. It turns out the guy in the bathtub was a Hawaiian shirt
and flip-flop wearing tourist with a bullet hole in his temple.
What he was doing fully dressed in a bathtub with no running water
was anybody's guess. The first officer on the scene had secured the
area and taken us down to the kitchen for questioning. A crime
scene team had arrived shortly thereafter and had been in the
bathroom ever since.

"Detective Marshall, it's nearly nine. If
you need anything else from Ms. Jordan or me, we'll be happy to
meet with you in the morning," George said smoothly.

The detective glared at him. "I don't know
where you're from originally, Mr. Fontaine, but around here bodies
don't just turn up in bathtubs on a regular basis."

I thought the detective was stretching the
truth a bit there. The town wasn't called Danger Cove for nothing.
We'd had more than our fair share of foul play over the years.

"Of course," George said. "I understand. I'm
just thinking of Ms. Jordan and her grandmother. I understand Mrs.
Jordan depends on her granddaughter quite a bit." George glanced
pointedly at me.

I nodded. "Yes, I really need to get home
and help her." Gram would definitely raise a brow if she'd heard
that little white lie. She was proud of her independence, and more
often than not, she was the one helping me.

I didn't know Detective Marshall personally,
but I was pretty sure his mother was in Gram's quilting group. He
must've realized the same thing. There was less machismo in his
tone when he replied, "Okay, we'll be in touch tomorrow. Don't come
back into this building for any reason until it's been cleared by
the department."

Holy crap! "How long will that be?" I
asked with rising panic. I needed to start work tomorrow if I was
going to make my deadline to get the house on the market. If I
didn't have a buyer within three months, I would have to start
paying the full mortgage instead of making interest-only payments
on the property during construction. My bank account was not
prepared for that hit.

The detective shrugged. "Couple of weeks.
Give or take. Finding the perp would speed things up
significantly." He looked hard at both of us. "So if you know
anything—and I mean anything—call us."

We walked back to my truck in silence. I
clicked the fob, and the headlights flashed. George opened the door
for me and offered me a hand as I climbed into the cab.

"You okay?" he asked.

I shook my head. "Nope. I never pictured a
dead guy holding up this project," I said in wonder. "Mold, rot,
termites, sure—but a dead guy? Never saw that one coming."

"What sort of deadline are you up against?"
he asked, staring thoughtfully back at Marlton House.

I sighed. "I've got forty-five days max to
get the house on the market. Then I cross my fingers and hope it
sells before my three-month construction loan has to be converted
to a regular mortgage."

George nodded. "Chin up, Alexandra. We'll
figure something out." He gave me a wave and walked down the
street, whistling.

As I started the engine, I wondered about
his use of the word we.

 


* * *

 


As I turned up Cliffside Drive, I gave a
grateful sigh. Rockgrove, the stately mansion that had sheltered
generations of Jordans, was just a little way down the road. Where
most people saw grand style and old-world elegance, I saw the
banister I used to slide down and the attics I played hide-and-seek
in. I parked in the detached garage and took a deep breath before
walking through the side door into the mudroom. A room Gram still
referred to as the "service entrance."

Gram was waiting to pounce as I entered.
"Did you hear there was a murder downtown?"

I handed her the bedraggled flowers and
plunked down in the nearest armchair. "I heard."

"Where have you been? Why didn't you answer
my texts?"

I glanced up at her. There wasn't a hair out
of place on her powder-white head. She was still dressed in a
well-tailored pantsuit. Gram wouldn't dream of changing into
something more comfortable until she "retired" to her rooms for the
evening.

"The police had my phone," I said.

"The police." Her cultured voice rose
several octaves. "What is going on, Alexandra?"

I held up a hand. "I need something to eat
and a beer. It's been quite a day."

"Then we'd better head to the kitchen. I had
Dolly wrap up a plate for you."

Dolly had been Gram's cook since I was a
little girl. She was more companion than cook now. Over time the
household staff had been downsized from a dozen to just Dolly. I'd
delicately mentioned the expense of keeping any household staff on
several occasions to Gram, and the topic had been shut down without
discussion.

I put my plate into the microwave and then
popped the top on a beer. It was heavy, dark, and hopsy. Heavenly.
Gram tapped her manicured nails impatiently on the countertop.

"The good news first," I said, making a
little toast with my beer. "You are looking at the proud new owner
of Marlton House."

Gram nodded as if she'd expected no less
from her family. "And the bad news."

"The house came with a little surprise—a
dead guy in the bathtub."

"Oh my," Gram said and took a seat at the
oversized butcher-block kitchen table.

"Yep." I took another swig of beer. I spent
the next fifteen minutes answering her questions and eating a
melt-in-your-mouth chicken casserole.

"I'm so sorry, dear. You've been doing such
a wonderful job with your business. It's a shame to see it in
jeopardy. Perhaps George will be able to help."

"I'm not sure what help George could be.
He's not exactly…" I searched for the right word. "The manly,
catch-a-murderer type."

Gram tutted. "He's just the type," she
insisted. "Why, he reminds me of William Powell from The Thin
Man series. So dashing and smart."

I shook my head. Gram loved her old
black-and-white movies. The Thin Man series featuring Nick
and Nora Charles was one of her favorites. "Wasn't Nick Charles
drunk all the time?"

Gram waved her hand. "Everyone was drunk
back then. And we all smoked like chimneys," she added with a
laugh.

"Sounds like fun." I gave her a smile, and
she patted my hand.

"You have no idea, dear."

"Where's Smitty?" I asked, glancing around
the kitchen.

"I put him in the parlor and covered his
cage. He's been such a rascal today. He stole half a pimento loaf
sandwich off the counter and called Dolly a wench when she tried to
take it away from him. I haven't seen him so riled up since we took
him to the vet."

Smitty was usually pretty low-key. As a
whole, sixty-year-old parrots didn't have a lot of pep in their
step. Last year, we had taken Smitty to the vet because of a
persistent wheeze. This was only the second time in Smitty's long
life he'd been to a vet. The first time was fifteen years ago when
he'd broken his wing chasing the neighbor's cat around the
backyard.

I laughed. "He called the vet a varmint and
bit his ear."

"Poor man, he didn't know what to do with
our Smitty, did he?" Gram asked with a smile.

The bird had flown wildly around the small
office, cursing and knocking things over. The vet, who had never
seen a sixty-year-old parrot before, gave us some antibiotics and
recommended an avian specialist in Seattle if we had any further
needs.

I put my plate into the dishwasher and
grabbed a second beer from the fridge. "I'll let him out for a
little while."

Gram rose and put a hand to her back. "Well,
I'm exhausted. I think I'll retire for the night. I'm so sorry for
your troubles, dear." She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the
cheek. The smell of Shalimar drifted softly in her wake, stirring
up childhood memories.

I watched her wobble a bit as she made her
way across the kitchen and wondered how much longer I'd have her.
Gram had been my world since I was born. My parents had died in a
car accident when I was an infant. Instead of retiring to Florida
with her friends, Gram had started over again, raising a baby in
her sixties. It hadn't been easy for either of us, but as Gram
liked to say, "We'd muddled through nicely."

I passed from the kitchen into the room Gram
called the parlor. It was more of a den with a wide stone fireplace
and big windows that faced the Pacific Ocean. There were large,
weathered leather couches and oversized armchairs littered with
throw pillows and handmade afghan blankets. I flicked on the TV and
made my way to Smitty's cage. He fluffed his feathers and stirred
as he heard me approach.

I pulled the heavy cover off. The cage was a
giant brass and iron antique that could've housed three birds
comfortably. Gram added little toys and decorations to keep Smitty
entertained, but the bird rarely played with any of them. He
preferred to fly around the house, cursing at us.

"How's my Smitty?" I asked in a baby
voice.

"Bloody hell!" he squawked.

"Well, hello to you too," I said with a
laugh.

He paced back and forth on his perch. His
feathers were in worse shape than I remembered. He had never been
what you'd call an attractive bird, but over the last couple of
years his feathers had stopped growing back, leaving bald patches
in several spots. The feathers he did have were scraggly and
faded.

I opened the cage door, and he stepped out
onto my arm. I reached around and stroked his head.

He seemed to enjoy this, but crowed, "Stupid
wench, stupid wench."

I was used to his inappropriate use of the
English language. "What has you so upset today, boy?" I carried him
over to the couch and set him on the armrest. He rocked back and
forth, watching me intently.

I reached into the basket on the end table
and pulled out a handful of seeds. "Is this what you're looking
for?"

He walked over to my hand, murmured, "Bloody
hell," and picked out a mouthful of seeds. Gram and I had tried to
teach him new words over the years or at least to use words more
appropriately. Nothing had worked. He'd only seemed to pick up more
bad words along the way. I'd made the mistake of leaving the TV on
one day while he was in his cage. We were called "dumb asses" for
the next month. Gotta love cable TV.

I flipped on the local news and caught a
glimpse of Marlton House. I turned up the volume and cringed as the
reporter recounted the story of the body in the bathtub. A dead
body definitely wasn't going to be a selling feature. As he
described how the body had been found, photos of George and me from
our business websites appeared on the screen. "An inside source has
confirmed that Ms. Jordan just purchased the house at auction
today. This source also indicated some irregularities with the
purchase. I'm sure authorities will be looking into this as part of
the murder investigation."

What! Irregularities with the purchase. My
head spun. Jack Condor was behind this—guaranteed. I yelled a few
choice words at the TV and then clapped my hand over my mouth.
Smitty!

He looked over at me quizzically. He bobbed
his head and chortled in his throat as if preparing to practice his
new words. "Don't you dare." I pointed my finger at him.

He flapped his wings at me and chortled some
more.

He let out a loud squawk and then said
clearly, "Murder."

I shivered and stared at him.

"Murder, murder, murder," he chanted,
flapping his wings.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


I awoke with a start. Sunlight streamed
through the lace curtains. Somewhere in the house a clock ticked. I
settled back on my pillow and stared at the top of my canopy bed.
My childhood room had become my adult room when I'd moved back in
with Gram after college. We'd tried to give it a more mature vibe.
Creamy walls with walnut trim and warm cinnamon accents throughout.
New bedding and pictures, but it still looked the same to me, and
that was just fine. Gram had fussed a little about moving me into
the larger room at the end of the hall. But this room suited me
better.

I yawned and stretched. Time to get this day
started. I was officially declaring this a no-drama day. No bodies,
no police, no problems. I had some touch-up work to finish on the
Victorian I'd just sold. We were scheduled for closing in a couple
of weeks. After that, finances would loosen up, and I'd be able to
breathe again. That was, if I could keep Marlton House on
schedule.

As I dressed, I thought about last night.
Smitty's squawks of "murder, murder" had really rattled me. In the
light of day I realized that the bird had just been repeating what
the newscaster had said. But still, the timing couldn't have been
worse. I'd scurried back to my room, taken a shower, and jumped
between the sheets, my head covered with the blanket just like when
I was kid. It seemed silly now, but last night had been no
joke.

I brushed my teeth in my en suite (one of my
favorite upgrades) and pulled my long brown hair into a ponytail.
Contrary to what Gram said, I did use some makeup. Lip gloss, a
swipe of mascara, and a dusting of bronzer. I wanted to present a
professional image even if I was in a nontraditional field for
women.

I decided to walk to the house I called
"Sticks and Stones" because of its stone and wood facade. The house
was about a half mile if I walked along the rocky beach that hugged
the Danger Cove inlet, or three miles if I took the road. I said
hello to Dolly in the kitchen and grabbed a piece of homemade
banana bread. Gram wouldn't be receiving any company until at least
ten o'clock. She ate breakfast in bed, read mail, and piddled
around her room like Lady of the Manor. I pulled my backpack
of tools off the pegboard near the back door and started toward the
cliffs.

"Tell Gram I'll see her for lunch," I called
to Dolly.

Dolly gave me a flour-covered wave, saying,
"Making chicken soup and biscuits today."

"Score!" I said with a grin and waved
good-bye.

The walk to Sticks and Stones was not as
perilous as it looked. Rockgrove sat up on the highest point of the
Danger Cove inlet, looking down from the cliffs at the crashing
water below. However, there was a well-worn path that twisted and
turned along the jagged incline that led to a rocky beach.

I descended the cliff with barely a thought
about the dangerous pathway. I kept thinking about the guy in the
bathtub. Who was he? Who'd killed him? What the heck was he doing
in Marlton House?

I didn't have much faith in the police
force. They were more interested in ticketing tourists and
requisitioning the latest in law enforcement gadgetry than actually
investigating a case. According to the news, most big cases were
eventually passed off to the big boys in Seattle. The local guys
didn't see enough real crime to know what to do with a murder
investigation. Not that they were all incompetent, but I couldn't
afford to have the Marlton House renovation held up for months
while they figured it out.

I clenched my teeth. As much as it pained me
to think it, maybe George had been right. Maybe I needed to take
matters into my own hands. I could at least try to prove there was
no connection between the dead tourist and the house. It shouldn't
be too hard, right? My mind whirled with possibilities. Maybe the
tourist was being chased, and he found a way into Marlton House to
hide from his pursuer. Or the murderer could've dumped his body in
the bathtub after killing him somewhere else, knowing it would be
days before the body would be found.

I stopped suddenly and stared at the
cropping of rocks that jutted out of water about fifteen feet from
shore. During high tide the rocks were completely hidden under the
rough surf. But at low tide they were jaggedly visible. Something
dark and large had washed up on the rocks. I squinted—it looked
like a big pile of clothes.

I shook my head. People were such jerks. Who
would dump a bunch of junky clothes in the ocean? I started to walk
on when something white against the pile of rags caught my eye. A
hand rested against the side of a large rock. A human hand.

I kicked off my boots and pulled off my
jacket. I debated calling 9-1-1 first, but the current was fast in
the cove, and an unconscious person could easily be swept away. I
dove into the ice-cold water and swam smoothly out to the
outcropping. I'd been a lifeguard in high
school and college. My skills were a little rusty, but I was
confident in my ability to pull the victim to safety.

I ignored the numbing cold and cut through
the water with smooth, even strokes. As I got closer, I saw another
hand grasping a ragged piece of the rock. A head with short blond
hair rested unmoving against the hard surface. Gasping and shaking,
I scrambled up onto the rocks and grabbed at the cold hand. I felt
a pulse. Strong and rhythmic.

"Sir, can you hear me?" I slapped at the
man's hand and grabbed a handful of his shirt as I tried to pull
him out of the water. No response.

I shouted louder and leaned his head back to
check his airway. It lolled to one side. Oh boy. I was going to
have to rescue-swim this guy back to shore. It had definitely been
a while since I'd practiced that maneuver.

Clasping one arm under his arms and around
his chest, I pushed off from the rock, floating on my back and
pulling him along with me. I panicked for a second as his weight
threatened to push me under the waves. Then I took a calming breath
and gave a mighty pull with my left arm. We moved a few inches.
This was going to take a while.

It felt like it took hours to reach the
shoreline. We washed ashore on our backs. I felt a sharp pain as
one of the jagged rocks caught my shoulder. Shivering and shaking,
I dragged the unconscious man up onto the sandy beach. I threw my
jacket over him, pulling my cell phone from the front pocket.

"Yes, I've just pulled a man out of the
water. I'm on the beach about a quarter mile from Rockgrove. He's
unconscious but breathing." I hung up and seconds later heard the
local fire department siren. In situations like this it was good to
live in a small town.

I leaned over the man. He was blond with
strong features and full lips. There was a gash over one eye, but
his skin looked flush and healthy. I felt his pulse again. Still
strong and steady.

"Sir," I said, patting his cheek. "Can you
hear me?" I said more loudly. "You've been in an accident. Can you
tell me your name?"

Nothing. The sound of sirens was drawing
closer. I dug around in the pockets of his leather jacket. No
wallet. I opened the jacket wider and felt behind his back, trying
to pat down his pants pockets. Zip. During my pat down, I noticed
with a flush that his body was hard and lean. I wondered what color
his eyes were. Ice blue, I'd bet.

I leaned over him again to listen for his
breathing. "Who are you?" I whispered, inches from his lips.

His eyes flashed open, and his arms wrapped
around my waist, pulling me toward him. In one swooping move he
flipped me onto my back and pinned my arms over my head. I shrieked
and fought against him. He pressed his body to mine, stilling my
movements.

His eyes were ice blue. And they were angry.
Or was that fear?

"What did you do to me?" he growled.

"Uh…well, I saved your life for a start. Now
get off of me!" I shouted.

"Not until you answer some questions." His
eyes flashed. He pressed my arms farther back. "Where am I?"

I stared dumbly at him. "You don't know
where you are?" I asked.

He shook his head.

"You're in Danger Cove. I found you
unconscious on the rocks in the water. You're lucky it was low
tide, or you'd have been washed out to sea." I couldn't believe the
guy I'd rescued was roughing me up like I was a pickpocket or
something.

He looked confused for a minute. And then he
rolled off of me and sat down in the sand, his arms resting on his
knees. He stared out at the water. "Do you know who I am?" he asked
quietly.

I was standing up now, brushing sand off of
myself and grabbing my jacket. The ambulance and police were
pulling onto the beach at the far end. "You're an ungrateful jerk
who just accosted the woman who saved his life."

He glanced up at me. "Yeah, sorry about
that." He felt around in his pockets. Looked inside his jacket.

"I didn't find any ID," I said. "I'm Alex. I
live in the big house at the top of the cliff." I pointed to
Rockgrove. "What's your name?"

He started to say something then stopped. He
looked out at the water and said, "I have no idea."

 


* * *

 


"How's it possible this dude doesn't know
his own name?" Big Ron asked as he expertly nailed a piece of trim
around the giant stone fireplace.

I shrugged. "The doctors say it's
trauma-induced amnesia." I continued scouring the fireplace
hardware with a wire brush.

Big Ron made a face. "I'm tellin' you,
there's something fishy about this guy's story." Big Ron always
thought there was something fishy going on. He came from a family
of watermen. But being six eight wasn't exactly conducive to
working in the tight confines of the family fishing boat, so Ron
had become a carpenter. We'd gone to high school together, but we
hadn't really run in the same circles, with Ron being three years
older than me and part of the jock crowd. He'd been my right-hand
man since I'd gone into business for myself two years earlier. I
believed the key to our symbiotic relationship was that we both
took on a project with one focus in mind: to finish on time and on
budget. And we weren't distracted by all the entanglements that
went along with serious relationships. Nope, we were single-minded
and single. A winning team for sure.

I held up the hardware. "Do you think
this'll look good if I spray paint it black?"

Big Ron nodded and continued, "Fellows don't
just wash up on the shore with amnesia. That happens on TV. Not in
real life."

He had a point, but this wasn't the first
body to wash up on the shores of Danger Cove. "Gram said back when
she was a girl, sailors would wash up on shore every year or so. I
guess there were a lot more ships hauling troops and goods.
Unfortunately, most of them were dead. It's amazing this guy
survived the rocks if he did fall off a ship."

Big Ron pointed his hammer at me. "You're
makin' my point. Ain't no way that guy fell off a boat and washed
up on the rocks. He'd a died."

"Well, he was alive and well and eating a
turkey sandwich when I left the hospital."

Big Ron gave a hrmp! of disbelief and
continued nailing.

The hospital staff had started calling the
man John. Gram had shown up as I was getting ready to leave. She
had phoned her one friend who could still drive to take her to the
hospital. Alice Sweeney had raced over in her red convertible and
whisked Gram over to see the "mystery man," as she called him.
Thankfully, the first responder at the hospital was Detective
Ohlsen, a seasoned officer with a calm demeanor and kind eyes. I
don't think I could've handled Detective Marshall a second day in a
row. I'd stayed long enough to give a statement to Detective
Ohlsen, who seemed doubtful as he took down my information, but
only said mildly, "You've had yourself a busy twenty-four hours,
Miss Jordan."

Although I'd lost a couple hours of work
with the rescue and running home to change into dry clothes, I
didn't want to keep Big Ron too late on a Saturday. The settlement
walk-through was scheduled for Tuesday, so we'd have time Monday to
finish the last few items on the punch list. I also had some
errands to run, and I'd missed lunch.

"You want to come with me to Tucker's and
see if he's got anything new in?" I asked Big Ron as I pulled on my
backpack.

"That boy makes my head spin. Course he's
always got good salvage. But I'm gonna pass today. I've got a date
tonight. Think I'll get a haircut." He smoothed his unruly curls
sheepishly.

I glanced over in surprise. "Anybody I
know?"

He blushed. "Naw, just a waitress I met out
on the pier."

Huh. "Well, good luck."

I don't know what surprised me more. Finding
two bodies in the last day or the fact that Big Ron had a date.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


I headed into town to grab a bite to eat and
nose around the reclaimed materials store. I found most of my
doors, windows, period fixtures, and other vintage decor for my
flips at One Man's Trash. The ramshackle store was located a few
blocks out of town near the industrial area and housed a hoarder's
haven of junk. It also had an eclectic collection of antiques, used
furniture, off-beat artwork, and other oddities.

Sanford and Son had nothing on Tucker
Sloan's store. Tucker was born twenty years too late to be a flower
child, but nobody had the heart to tell him.

"Far out, it's Alex," he greeted me.

I waved. "What's the word, Tucker?"

He smiled and shook his dreads. "Word is,
you've been bagging bodies all over town. The Man been asking
questions about your whereabouts."

"Shouldn't listen to gossip. It ain't cool."
We parlayed back and forth like this whenever I stopped by the
store. It gave me a chance to practice my hippie-speak.

Tucker made the peace sign. "Got some nice
old doors in yesterday," he said, thankfully changing the subject.
"Wanna take a look?"

I spent the next hour digging through piles
of old doors before finally finding a mahogany masterpiece. It was
scarred but salvageable. I was sure I could use it in Marlton
House. If I ever got back in there to do any work, that was.

As I paid for the door, Tucker said, "You
know that guy in your bathtub was in here Wednesday."

My jaw dropped. "Are you serious? Did you
tell the police?"

Tucker nodded. He squinted with effort to
remember the conversation. "Yep. But they didn't seem real
interested in what I had to tell them. The guy was only in here for
ten minutes, and he paid in cash. Didn't have much rap for me." He
shrugged.

"Well, he must've said something," I
insisted. "What did he buy?"

Tucker's eyes lit up. "You know the
detective didn't even ask me that. It was that new guy. The young
one, Officer Faria. He was just worried about the time, and did I
see any ID or credit cards."

"And," I prompted. Tucker tended to swerve
out into left field.

"He bought a box."

"A box?" I asked. "What kind of box?"

"A small wood one. Six inches by four
inches. I know because I had to measure five boxes before I found
one the right size."

"Did he say what he needed the box for?"

"Hey, you know I'm a friendly guy. I like to
make convo with the customers. So, of course I asked him about it.
You know what he said to me?" Tucker paused.

"What?"

"You don't want to know."

I sighed. "Yes, Tucker, I do. What did he
need it for?" Jeez, this guy should put the pipe down once in a
while.

"No," Tucker said with a laugh. "That's what
this cat said. 'You don't want to know.' Like he's a secret agent
man or something. Far out, huh?"

I paid Tucker and digested the information
in silence. Tucker helped me wrangle the door into the flatbed of
my truck. I thanked him and fired up the engine. Time to get
something to eat and do some serious thinking. What had the tourist
needed a box for? And why all the mystery?

I turned around and headed back to Main
Street and found a parking space outside the Cinnamon Sugar Bakery.
A little sugar and caffeine rush was in order to get my tired brain
working. I got lucky and snagged one of the few tables by the
window. Sometimes I felt out of place in my construction gear
surrounded by the pink walls and lacy curtains, but the amazing
food helped me feel right at home. I gave a wave to Riley, the
owner, saying, "Any chocolate bottom pie left?"

"Always. Black coffee?" she asked.

"You know it."

Riley gave me a knowing look as she set a
huge piece of pie in front of me. "Heard you've had a rough couple
of days. Thought you could use a little extra."

"You are so right. Thanks!" I took my first
bite and sighed with satisfaction. The pie melted in my mouth.

A voice behind me said, "Is this seat
taken?"

I looked up. George was standing over me
with a cup of coffee and some sort of pastry. He was dressed in
what passed for business casual for George. He had on a Lacoste
polo shirt of bright aqua and his trademark perfectly smooth linen
slacks.

"Sure you want to risk it?"

He smiled and pulled out the chair. "I hear
you found another body." He said it casually, but his eyes were
alert.

I took another bite of my pie. "Thankfully,
a live one."

"Sounds like he's quite a catch. Tall,
blond, and buff." He wiggled his eyebrows at me.

I stared at him. "Looking for a date,
George?"

His face dropped, and he actually looked
offended. "Why would you say that?"

"Really? Maybe you'd better start recording
yourself. You're pushing the metrosexual envelope." I waved my fork
at his attire.

He looked down at his shirt. "I'm not
metrosexual. I just dress nice for work. Just because you run
around town like a street urchin doesn't mean everyone else
should."

I put my fork down. "I'm a contractor. I
wear appropriate clothes for my job. And they're clean and
tidy."

George looked pointedly at my grease- and
grime-streaked T-shirt.

"I've already changed once today, and these
were perfectly clean when I put them on a couple of hours ago," I
said defensively.

"Truce," George said, holding up his hand.
"Tell me about body number two. I've heard your Gram's
version—which is where I got the tall, blond, and buff by the
way—and now I'd like to hear yours."

"You saw Gram today?" I asked.

He nodded. "Her and her NASCAR-driver
friend. She said the flowers I sent yesterday were substandard." He
laughed.

"They weren't in very good shape when I
finally got them to her last night," I agreed. "But that wasn't
your fault."

"She's a good customer. I don't mind
replacing them. She also bought a get well bouquet for Body Number
Two." He hit his hands on the table top. "So fill me in
already."

I smiled at the playful tone of his voice.
"You're sure getting into this murder and mayhem thing. Turning
amateur sleuth?"

"I rather fancy myself as a young Hercule
Poirot."

"Yeah, and I'm Nancy Drew."

"Actually, it would have been more
appropriate to say Miss Marple, since Poirot is an Agatha Christie
character."

I pointed my fork at him. "Gram says you
remind her of William Powell from The Thin Man series."

A wide smile crossed George's face. "That's
quite a compliment. I think she's right. Nick and Nora Charles," he
mused. "How do you feel about being Mrs. Charles?"

Oh brother. "I'll tell you my version, but
it'll cost you another cup of coffee. And don't call me Nora."

I watched him as he went to the counter to
get my coffee. He moved like a lithe cat. No wasted movements and
no hurry. He was definitely in good shape. The rear view was
especially good. I gave myself a mental slap. George was not my
type. I'm not sure he was anyone's type.

He set the coffee in front of me, saying,
"Okay, now out with it."

I filled him in on my meeting with the man
on the beach. Leaving out the body-to-body contact that had
occurred. He gave a low whistle at the end of my story.

"What are the odds?" he murmured. He looked
into my eyes. "You've found two bodies in two days."

"Technically, you found the first body," I
reminded him, adding, "and the second body wasn't dead, so I don't
think you can count that." See, not as bad as it sounded.

He raised his eyebrows. "If you say so. It's
still mind boggling, to say the least."

"Yeah," I said a little dejectedly. "I'm
sure the amnesia case is slowing the investigation down on the dead
tourist. I have to get into that house and start work." I put the
final bite of pie into my mouth.

George shook his head and leaned over with
his napkin. He dabbed at my mouth. "If you spit on the napkin, I'm
going to punch you," I growled.

"You have chocolate all over your face," he
said, putting the napkin down.

I brushed at my face with the back of my
hand. "I don't know what I'm going to do if this investigation goes
on much longer. I wonder if I can petition the court or something
to get back into the house. Maybe I should talk to a lawyer, but
that could take a while too."

"I think the solution is obvious," George
replied. "We need to solve the murder ourselves."

"You're crazy," I said automatically, but
I'd already been working on angles to prove the body had nothing to
do with Marlton House. Still, trying to solve the murder?

"Hear me out," George said. "The police are
already taxed with the amnesia case and all the other day-to-day
work. We go around town, ask questions, maybe do some online
sleuthing. Nothing dangerous. What harm could it do?"

He had a point, and I could probably use
some backup if I was going to go traipsing around a crime scene.
But George wasn't exactly your partner-in-crime guy, and why would
he want to help me to begin with? "Well, I guess I could use the
help. But I don't understand—" I said slowly.

"Put 'er there, partner," George said
enthusiastically, offering me his hand and cutting off my
objections.

Whoa. I needed to put the brakes on this.
"Not so fast. Why would you want to help me investigate a murder?
We barely know each other."

George leaned back in his chair and
considered my words. I thought I saw a shadow cross his face. "I've
had my livelihood nearly ruined by things beyond my control. Coming
to Danger Cove was a fresh start for me. Not that I don't like it
here, but I miss my old life. And if I'd paid more attention to
what was going on around me, I might've had more options open to me
when it all came tumbling down."

Intrigued, I said, "What happened?"

George shook his head. "No, that's a story
I'm not ready to tell. I want to help you because I don't want to
see you hurt the way I was. It's just that simple."

We locked eyes for a few seconds. I knew
there were volumes hidden there, but I also saw a genuine desire to
help.

"Besides," he added, raising his eyebrow and
breaking the spell, "I'm dying to try my hand at William
Powell."

I couldn't help but laugh. He was
entertaining, if nothing else. I took a deep breath and jumped,
remembering my conversation with Tucker. "I already have a clue the
police don't know about."

George leaned in. "Do tell."

"The tourist was in Tucker's store on
Wednesday. The police asked what he used to pay with and if he
showed ID, but they didn't ask what he bought." I paused. "He
bought a wooden box. Exactly six inches by four inches. Tucker had
to measure five boxes before he found the right one. Makes me
wonder why the tourist needed such a specific-sized box."

George leaned back. "Interesting," was all
he said.

"Tucker asked him what it was for, and the
guy said, 'You don't want to know.' Don't you think that's a weird
thing for a stranger to say? I mean, he could've just said it was a
gift or something."

"Sounds like the guy was stressed or
nervous," George said.

I nodded. "Like maybe he wanted to talk
about it but couldn't, so
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