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			For those who love their baubles

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			“How utterly curious.” Page’s sapphire eyes narrowed to focus on the cryptic exchange happening between a couple seated a few feet away. Their words traveled across the café’s table on a yellow paper napkin rather than in conversation.

			“What’d you say?” her cousin, Betsy, asked, distracted by the three remaining French fries on her plate. 

			“Oh, nothing, just a personal observation about that man and woman seated to your left.” 

			Betsy’s head swiveled. 

			“No, no. Don’t look.” Page grinned at Betsy’s evident inner battle to resist temptation by jockeying around in her seat.

			Both women had savored an early Saturday lunch at the trendy Beach Bistro’s outside terrace. Betsy had appeared at Page’s door only hours before, declaring she needed a vacation with Page on Shell Isle. Another relationship malfunction had sent her usually extroverted cousin scurrying into hiding, more from herself than her last guy. The family’s summer haven had always filled unrequited needs for them both.

			“So, can I look now?” begged Betsy, starting to shift again in the metal chair.

			Page’s attention snapped back. “Sorry. They just left.”

			Betsy glanced over her shoulder at the empty table, seeing the waiter now busy clearing. “So, exactly what did I miss? And why must it always be you that attracts the strangest doings?” 

			An abundance of wavy auburn hair framed the flushed face of Betsy. Her tall frame, once called willowy, testified now to her passion for food. Betsy embraced flamboyance in the way she lived and dressed. She fixed her gaze on Page’s delicate features. Style clung to her cousin like ketchup in the bottle that Betsy held suspended over her plate. Page’s blond hair shimmered in the sun, and a sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks presented the image of someone much younger than fifty. Betsy often confessed to her cousin that she envied the put-together package Page seemed to create effortlessly, and the grounded way Page lived her life. Celebrating the same birthday and age, along with their moms being twins, helped the cousins forge an early bond, almost as if they were twins themselves, albeit not identical. 

			Page broke the silence, dropping her napkin next to her half-eaten colossal shrimp salad. “I’ll enlighten you in a bit. Are you finished?” Page left money on the table to cover lunch.

			“My plate’s cleaned, so guess I’m done.” Betsy licked the ketchup off her finger. “How about an ice cream cone, my treat? I spied a dairy bar a block from where we parked.”

			“Ice cream? Okay, I’m considering.” Page sighed, thinking about her favorite flavor and an expanding waistline if she allowed the food aficionado Betsy to lead her to daily confections. Still, one itty bitty cone couldn’t cause too much harm.

			“Well? Oh, come on. You can tell me what fired your curiosity gene while we walk toward our cones.” Betsy waved and winked at their waiter as they left. 

			Shell Isle was an atypical beach town tucked away on the southern coast of North Carolina. Absent were the tourist traps; present were an eclectic group of shops that beckoned one to explore their inner selves, eat healthily, wear hip, natural fibers, and be a full-time islander. It was a town in support of both a happy and fulfilling life for those having ties to the place. However, there existed a peculiar essence clinging to the island, which seemed to shun discovery by newcomers.

			The cousins plopped down on the marina’s park bench and gazed out at the bay. Two tugs chugged toward the dock, sending plumes of charcoal smoke skyward, signaling their captains’ yearning for home. The azure water glistened from the sun’s rays as if fairy dust was sprinkled over the surface. Vintage homes, moss draping their trees, were designed with southern charm testifying to Shell Isle’s historical pedigree. The beach side of the island presented a face of quaint bungalows and cottages tucked behind the façade of majestic live oak trees. 

			Betsy licked the drips from the sides of the cone. “Tell me what you saw back at the Bistro.”

			Page handed her cousin a napkin. “Well, it was probably nothing. I mean, a good explanation for what I saw could be—”

			“Stop waltzing me. You know how much I detest slow dancing.” Betsy unfastened the top snap of her white pants and tugged her navy striped nautical shirt back down. She gave a little shrug. 

			“Okay, well, first, I noticed this seedy-looking guy and society-type woman writing notes to each other on a napkin. I’m telling you, these two characters were total contrasts. You know, it just didn’t square they’d be together, but get this, just before they left, he slides a small silver pistol under the table to her.” Page turned her attention back to her cone. 

			Betsy studied her cousin’s face. “No. No. No. Not again. You’ve been in town for a short time. What, a week, tops? And I’ve only just arrived at Shell Isle to have a glorious laid-back summer thanks to our Aunt Tilly’s gift to you.” Bothered, Betsy did the unthinkable. She tossed the remains of her treat into the trash receptacle.

			“Oh, just forget what I saw. I want a relaxed summer, too. I came here to do exactly that and, well, of course, to see about putting Hibiscus Cottage up for sale in the fall.”

			“What? Sell Hibiscus? You mustn’t! Aunt Tilly left it to you. She wanted you to have a getaway to call your own at Shell Isle. This place means so much to you…to us, the memories and all. Hibiscus Cottage has always been our place to ground. Aunt Tilly understood…” Betsy’s voice trailed off.

			Page released a weighty sigh and dug in her handbag for a lipstick. “I know, Betsy, but what I don’t know is if I want the responsibility of two homes. We do need this sojourn, but you forget I have my bookstore to run.”

			“Of course, I haven’t forgotten. Nor, that you’ve lived in that reclusive mountain village for what, three years now? It’s past time if you ask me, and you should ask me, for considering a new adventure because—”

			“Curious, so very curious.” 

			Page’s words alerted Betsy, who swiveled in the direction that had captured her cousin’s interest. “What? What’d I miss now?”

			“That woman from the Bistro just sashayed into Garrett’s Insurance office.” Page motioned left with her head.

			“Geez, why did you have to go and see that? Forget her. You aren’t listening to me.”

			Page grabbed her handbag and stood. Indecision played across her face.

			“Don’t do it. Whatever it is you’re planning, don’t do it. I’m telling you right now I refuse to budge from this bench and get snookered into another mystery-solving expedition with you.”

			Ignoring her cousin, Page watched the mysterious woman’s exit from the insurance office. The stiletto heels didn’t slow her pace, nor did the dove gray pencil skirt with the high side split meant to show off a shapely leg. Page noted the manila envelope the woman clasped to her chest. Her signature wide-framed sunglasses were still in place. Funny how glasses hid so much, Page thought. “Something’s up with this one. I sense it. We’ve got to follow her. You know your role, Betsy.”

			“Yeah, and I’m not playing it. I’ve got a new role, and it’s staying as far away as I can from anyone acting remotely strange. Seriously? You’re leaving me?” Betsy hollered to Page’s back.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Betsy caught up with Page, bringing plenty more words with her. Short of breath, she managed to release a few of them. “Need I remind you of the promise?”

			“Nope.” Page stepped behind a palm tree, pulling Betsy alongside. 

			Ignoring the nope, Betsy pressed on, whispering, “You promised your buddy, Detective Larsen, that if he ran your bookstore for the summer, you’d stay out of mischief and not even say hello to a cop at Shell Isle. That was your solemn promise, kiddo. And this I know because he told me when I called to confirm you were at Hibiscus. And right now, this feels like mischief to me.”

			“Shh. I know. I know, but you forget Larsen just retired and was bored out of his gourd. I rescued him. My bookstore needed him, and he needed the bookstore to break his addiction to trout fishing. The guy kept showing up at my place with his catch of the day and a DVD Who-Done-It flick. I couldn’t fry another mess of that man’s fish. I’m not even sure I can eat fish again. Besides, I haven’t broken my promise.”

			“Still.” Betsy couldn’t resist peeking around to see the woman who’d caught her cousin’s eye.

			“See her? Tight skirt, Jackie O sunglasses, and gold bangles dripping down one arm?”

			“Yeah, yeah. La-di-da’s somethin’ all right. Wonder what she’s rummaging for in that Italian designer handbag? Forget it. I don’t care. Come on. Let’s go to the market.” Betsy started to turn away.

			“Wait. Not yet.” Page saw the woman shove a smaller envelope in a drop box outside the Brakem Law Firm. “Did you see that?”

			“Sure. La-di-da is leaving something at that attorney’s office. Big deal. Hey, I just remembered I’m the one driving, and I’m leaving you. Go ahead and have an affair with this coconut palm tree if you want.” Betsy started walking in the opposite direction.

			Page trotted after her cousin. “Oh, okay, you’re probably right, but this isn’t the first time I’ve seen La-di-da acting odd.” 

			“So what. Get in.” Betsy laughed and opened the car door.

			Page liberated a frustrated sigh. “You’re the most uncooperative sleuth I could ever have gotten paired with in this lifetime.”

			“Listen up, Sherlocka; we’ve been retired as sleuths. We agreed, after that spa murder escapade you got us involved in, that we’d hang up our spy glasses. Listen to my grand idea. I’d planned to pitch this later, but now feels right. Why don’t we spend our summer exploring some fun joint business venture? I’m ready for a fresh beginning, and you need one, too. And maybe Shell Isle is just the place for us. We’ve always adored the beach life. Come on, at least ponder my suggestion.”

			Page offered a smile. “Okay, okay, I promise to consider your latest wild idea.” She didn’t bother reminding Betsy that cases tended to find them regardless of where they roamed. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			“Well, I’m off to look for shells. I want to fill a snifter with them to dress my abode.” Betsy held up her neon green bucket, which any six-year-old would proudly claim.

			“Ah, you’re going to make your bedroom feel even more beachy, if that’s possible, with Tilly’s decor.” Page covered her grin with her hand and laid the Coastal Points of Interest magazine on the nearby table.

			“Why don’t you come along? You can park that fanny in the deck chair any old…”

			“What’s wrong?” Page craned her neck to see over the deck’s railing, wondering what had grabbed Betsy’s notice.

			“Wrong...it’s wrong for any man our age to look that good. Over there.” Betsy tipped her head in the guy’s direction. 

			“Oh, him? He’s got the bungalow next door.” Page picked up the magazine. “And you need to hold to your oath of this being a man-free beach vacation.”

			Betsy tucked already damp curls under her bonnet. “Know something? I liked you better quiet. I withdraw my invitation.” Betsy scrunched her nose at Page and ventured down the steps, humming.

			“Just trying to keep you on the straight and narrow,” Page yelled back too late. Betsy had chartered a course right toward the aloof neighbor. 

			Page watched Betsy extend a hand while the guy ignored her outgoing cousin’s attempt at conversation. He’d chatted a big five minutes with Page yesterday, introducing and apologizing for his spaniel’s overly friendly greeting. She was curious why he’d given his dog’s name but omitted his. What did she know about the guy? He called his dog Barnacle because he had a penchant for chewing crustaceans off his boat. And he’d recently purchased the bungalow next door. Page usually experienced little problem in getting a reclusive type talking, but Barnacle’s companion bested her. 

			From her chaise, Page turned back to reading, releasing her mind’s chatter. A shadow descended on her magazine. She glanced up, expecting Betsy’s form to be towering over her.

			“Hi again. I uh wanted...sit Barnacle.”

			“What’s up?” Page reached down to pat the spaniel’s back, offering her best nonchalant expression to his owner. Blast the man for being so attractive in cut-offs and a blue tee shirt. She bet he spent his life at a gym since easy conversing wasn’t top on his list.

			“Listen. I need to ask a big favor here.” His eyes caught sight of Betsy circling back. 

			Page read her neighbor’s mind. It wasn’t hard. She’d witnessed the same reaction with other guys around Betsy. He wanted to get his say in before the man-eater arrived.

			Page grinned to torment him a bit.

			He cleared his throat. “A favor—”

			“Yeah, I think we covered that part. What kind of favor?” Page had crossed over to being intrigued. He seemed like the kind of man who didn’t like to ask favors but preferred to keep to himself. So far, he’d done an excellent job of the latter.

			“It’s Barnacle here. He’s developed a keen desire to jump ship and come over to your place.”

			“Really? I’ve not seen any evidence—”

			“You’ve been gone the three times that I’ve found him camped out on that…lounger.”

			Page glanced down to see the dog hair clinging to her white top. Yep, there was the proof. 

			He watched her try to brush off the hair. “Look, I’m sorry.”

			“And this favor, mister—?”

			“Umm, Steve.” He managed to put out his hand to grasp Page’s.

			“Nice to know at least half of your name.” Page tendered a weak smile and placed the tortoise-framed sunglasses atop her head.

			They both witnessed Betsy closing in.

			“So, look, if you’d just walk Barnacle back over to my place and give him a talking to, I think we can break him of his—”

			“Friendliness?”

			“Who’s friendly?” Betsy asked breathless, climbing the steps and depositing her near-empty shell bucket on the railing. She dabbed her flushed face with a nearby towel. 

			“Oh, just Barnacle. Steve’s dog has come calling, and I’ve just agreed to help teach him the importance of waiting for an invitation.” Page raised a perfectly arched brow toward the man standing next to her. She noticed his shirt said, ‘Live to Surf.’ His yellow-striped surfboard waited a few yards away. A surfer. Never her type, well, except for that one time. “Sure. I’ll bring Barnacle back home next time he appears at our place.”

			“Great. Listen, I need to get out there before the sun drops.” Steve moved toward the steps and a waiting Betsy.

			“Why before the sun drops?” Betsy cocked a sideways grin.

			“Because the sun blinds me when I’m riding a wave in.” His tone came across almost patronizing. Steve moved to escape the two women, especially the one called Betsy.

			“Makes sense, I guess.” Betsy glanced at Page, who appeared engrossed in her magazine.

			“Be seeing you.” Steve walked around a dune with Barnacle following.

			Betsy looked toward the beach. “He’s plenty handsome all right with those dark looks, trim physique, and all, but the man sure got shortchanged on personality. I bet his dog is more interesting than… Page, are you even listening?” Betsy parked both hands on her generous hips that the bright floral colors of her beach shift had done an excellent job of concealing.

			“Of course, I’m listening. Why would I want to read this article about the disappearance of honey bees and the effect it’s going to have on our civilization when I can discuss the guy next door’s lack of social graces.”

			“Ha! Funny you. I’ve got a feelin’ about that one. Something’s just not adding up. Oh, forget it. I need a shower, and then tonight, I prepare our dinner. Yep, you’re in luck; I’m in one of my creative cooking moods.”

			“Sounds good,” Page answered absently and then registered too late Betsy’s pronouncement to cook.

			The door slammed. Page resigned herself to eating one of her cousin’s eclectic meals.

			And she thanked her lucky Feng Shui star that she’d enjoyed a filling lunch and ice cream. Secretly, she agreed with her cousin. Steve’s behavior was more than just aloof.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			After chewing two antacids following Betsy’s single course of cayenne kale and quinoa tossed with cantaloupe balls, Page’s tummy felt settled enough to go in search of her cousin.

			“There you are,” said Page.

			“Yeah, I love being out on the screened porch in the evenings. Gosh, how old is this hammock?” Betsy attempted to sit upright while balancing her computer tablet.

			“Old. Want to go for a stroll on the beach? Tides out and the evening sky is awash with the most amazing colors of indigo with swirls of apricot. Besides, it’s the perfect time to find sea treasures deposited on the beach.”

			The cousins enjoyed a quiet walk, stopping to shine the torch on anything of interest that’d washed ashore. A few expired jellies were all the evening yielded.

			“Guess we’d better turn back. Judging by the few people on the beach, it must be late.” Page slowed her pace, waiting for Betsy to agree.

			“This little meander has done me good.” Betsy made the turn. 

			“Really? How so?” Page stepped around an abandoned beach chair.

			“I’ve made peace…finally made peace that I don’t need to be on a man’s arm to be happy. Big epiphany at fifty, huh? A little late, but still…” A wave caught Betsy’s ankles, causing her orange flip-flops to make a squishing sound with every step.

			“But still a significant shift toward wholeness.” Page hoped the revelation would bring Betsy a more centered way of living. And should another man present, maybe her cousin’s new awareness might provide for a healthier relationship. Two failed marriages and numerous relationship malfunctions were a testament to a needed shift.

			“So, what about you having male companionship? Had any epiphanies?” Betsy’s tone punctuated their serious mood.

			“Me? Nah. One husband satisfied me in that department. I’m content with my life as a merry widow, and I don’t want to look for the impossible.” Page released a sigh, feeling the sadness of Jeff’s passing wash over her like the last few waves toppling the afternoon’s abandoned sandcastles. 

			“Ah, Page. I know Jeff’s not replaceable. He was one of the finest men I’ve ever known, but surely, you’re open to—”

			“Look, I’m not closed exactly, just not seeking. I’m good.” Page leaned in, hugging Betsy, slowing their walk. She wanted her cousin to understand and more, accept that truth.

			“Okay, I’ll shut my yap, but know if I come across a man that I think is perfect, I will be trotting him over to introduce.”

			“Yeah, and good luck with that perfect part. Come on. We need to pick up speed. I don’t see anyone out here.”

			“We’re almost home. I can see our yellow porch light up ahead,” answered a winded Betsy, trying to keep pace. 

			“Stop,” Page whispered.

			“What now? Another jellyfish? I can’t see. Turn on that flashlight, will ya?” Betsy begged, glancing down at the sand in search of a lurking jelly.

			“Look over there. See that ginormous window? The inside is lit up like a stadium event. See who that is? Come on. We’ve got to get closer.” Page walked toward the showy beach house two doors from Hibiscus Cottage.

			“Not again. It can’t be. I don’t want it to be,” Betsy pleaded, following on Page’s heels.

			“It’s her all right with all that tall, willowy manufactured elegance. Shh, they’re coming outside. Duck down.” Page pulled Betsy to her knees behind the sea oats.

			“My body’s too old for these fast movements.” Betsy rubbed her knee and whispered, “Geez, we’re stuck hiding here now until they go back inside. Why couldn’t you have just kept walking?”

			“Hush. Can you hear what she’s saying?” Page watched the woman from the bistro in a heated discussion with two men and an older woman. Each stood on the deck holding cocktails. The breeze carried La-di-da’s words to Page and Betsy.

			“Hear me on this, Garrett. You will put that insurance binder on my newest bauble from Evan, or I’ll be inclined to let it slip about your latest dalliance.” La-di-da put some distance between herself and the other three by moving to the railing and taking a sip of her drink.

			“Ah, Garrett Insurance. La-di-da got a manila folder from him this afternoon.” Paige whispered.

			“Catherine, please. I reviewed the paper you dropped off. You have to understand that the value of the canary diamond necklace isn’t anywhere near the five hundred thousand you want me to insure it for.” The man she called Garrett wiped his brow with a handkerchief. The tight-fitting gray dinner jacket didn’t improve his stocky shape.

			The other man piped up, “He’s right, Catherine. And no way can I change Evan’s will about the jewelry’s ownership without his express—” 

			“Bet that’s Brakem, the attorney. Remember she dropped a file in his box earlier?” Page elbowed Betsy. “Listen.”

			“Enough. All of you are here to serve me in Evan’s absence. And I’m not feeling well served at this moment. Should we call Evan in New York and interrupt his important meeting?” Catherine’s fingers swept blond hair over one shoulder as she stared down the three others.

			“No, that’s not necessary, dear Catherine.” The other woman moved with a regal air to Catherine’s side. The deck lighting showed her age to be well into her sixties. Impeccably dressed in a pastel yellow suit, her height matched Catherine’s, but not the strength of voice. 

			The cousins remained quiet and crouched, taking in the unfolding scene.

			The older woman continued, “Evan’s my only brother, and we all want what he wants. Don’t we, gentlemen?” Her tone tried to make the words a command.

			“Of course we do, Gwen.” Garrett raised his glass.

			“The law states—” Brakem made another attempt to plead his case. 

			“The law is subject to interpretation, Mr. Brakem,” Gwen quickly intervened, evidently still trying to appease the now simmering Catherine.

			Betsy gave a huff. “Are you believing these people? Honestly, I…”

			Page reached over and covered Betsy’s mouth. “Shush. Our voices carry out here. Great, we just missed what Catherine said.”

			Both women turned their gazes back to the four people a few yards away in time to catch the next exchange.

			“I’ve heard enough from you three leeches. Leave me. Leave now.” Catherine turned, taking a few steps toward the glass door.

			“Catherine, come on. Be reasonable. We each need time to think about what you’re asking.” Garrett released the button on his jacket, allowing his full paunch exposure.

			Catherine moved within inches of the man. “Asking, Garrett? I’m not asking. I’m telling.” 

			Garrett recoiled, taking a few steps backward.

			“Not one of us dares to execute what you say are Evan’s wishes without his verbal go-ahead,” Brakem’s voice broke.

			Catherine turned to face the trio. The iciness in her voice was colder than her cocktail. “You’ve heard why I brought you here. This is the last time I will ask you cordially to leave.”

			No one moved. Confusion registered on the three faces.

			“Ty?” Catherine called out.

			A burly man appeared at the open door. “Yes, Mrs. Lange?”

			“Please show my guests out. They each have urgent matters to attend.” Catherine walked through the open French doors, not looking back.

			“This way, please,” Ty stood aside, motioning the three toward the door. His muscular build sent the message he’d not hesitate in carrying out his employer’s wishes. 

			“What do we do?” Garrett found his voice first as his eyes darted toward Ty.

			“Leave for starters.” Brakem stepped aside to allow Gwen to pass.

			“I couldn’t hate her more than if she just stabbed my brother.” Gwen moved past, ignoring Ty.

			The other men followed, disappearing inside the pretentious oceanfront home. 

			“Wow. Did you get all of that?” Page stood, pulling Betsy upright.

			“You bet I did. That’s one mean, conniving, spoiled, evil, uppity La-di-da.” Betsy relished her adjectives.

			“Isn’t she, though. I knew those envelopes Catherine was prancing around with earlier carried troubles. And don’t forget she’s packing a silver pistol, too. Why are you limping?” Page slowed her pace.

			“Cause I’m stiff from that long crouch, sista. I’ve got more girth to manage, and you’re a pretzel. Wait a minute, will you? I need to flex a few things.” Betsy stood on tiptoe and flapped both arms in the air. 

			“What are you doing? Preparing to levitate?” Page waited for the sideshow to end.

			“If only…I need a hot shower and some smelly pain ointment.” Betsy pointed them south.

			Page couldn’t let go of the scene they’d just witnessed, and why did that unpleasant woman keep intruding in her quiet little world? She’d invite Betsy to join her in pondering. “So, what else do you think this Catherine wants them to do besides pump up the insurance on a canary diamond necklace and—oh—make some changes in her husband’s will?”

			“Beats me, and I wonder what she’s demanding of the woman? What was the dowager’s name again?” Betsy asked, pausing to stretch her knee.

			“Dowager? You said dowager. What book are you reading? Betsy Ross?” Page couldn’t contain her laughter. “Her name’s Gwen.”

			“Yeah, dowager already. That’s what she is, too. Never mind what I’m reading. A girl’s gotta find romance where she can, don’t ya know?” Betsy’s lilting voice mirrored her style of humor. She paused, taking in Page’s expression. “I’m not liking that arched eyebrow of yours. It bodes badly for my serenity. You’re way too curious about La-di-da.”

			“And you, Betsy Ross, are way too perceptive.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Page awoke to an unusual sound coming from the living room. She padded down the hall to locate its source. Barnacle stood outside the screen door, banging the Sunday newspaper against the metal frame. Amusement danced in her eyes as she opened the door a foot.

			Barnacle read that as an invite. His muzzle held the newspaper for Page.

			She’d have to walk him back home and deposit the paper at Steve’s front entrance. Barnacle’s sweet face didn’t mesh with a scolding. Page smiled at her canine buddy. “Let’s go, boy. Your owner can do the disciplining.”

			Page had just dropped the paper at Steve’s front door when his black SUV turned onto the gravel driveway.

			“Morning. What’s up?” Steve approached Page, seeing Barnacle round the corner.

			The dog dropped his head and tail, sensing a rebuke.

			Page nodded. “Hello.” She tightened her flowered robe’s belt, noting Steve’s eyes running an assessment of her attire. “I uh had an early visitor. Not exactly the traditional paperboy, as you see.” She snatched up the newspaper and handed it to Steve, adding a bright smile, showing off her success at teeth whitening.

			“I see.” He turned his focus toward his dog. “Barnacle, I thought we had covered this subject pretty well about your staying in our backyard.” Steve projected a stern look.

			Barnacle offered a whine before high-tailing it down the side of the bungalow.

			“Sorry about this. I swear he’s a canine Houdini. He finds escapes that don’t exist.”

			“I believe you. Barnacle’s a good spaniel at heart.” Page noted Steve’s attire. The black jeans and pullover had no trouble finding well-developed muscles to showcase, but the expensive leather loafers, diver’s watch, and a backpack hanging from his arm left her baffled. “So, are you just getting home?”

			“I am.” Steve’s voice chilled the air.

			“Were you like…working? I mean, do you work?” Page stammered, sensing her inquisitive nature had overstepped. She needed to work on that highly evolved character defect.

			“Helllooo. Page? Where are you?” Betsy’s voice interrupted Steve giving a reply.

			“Coming, Betsy!” Page hollered back. Resigned that her neighbor wasn’t going to answer her question, Page tossed him some triteness. “Well, be seeing you.”

			“Yeah, thanks for bringing Barnacle home and my paper.”

			Betsy stood at the cottage’s front door. “So? What ya been doin’?” She drew the words out for effect. 

			“Returning a dog and morning paper, Miss Nosey.” Page frowned.

			Betsy chose to let the nosey remark slide. “What’s the frown about?”

			Page walked past her. “The frown is about Steve arriving home at seven in the morning.”

			“Maybe he had a hot date last night.” Betsy fanned herself for added effect. 

			“I don’t think so. Our neighbor was dressed all mysterious in black and toting a backpack. A real enigma and I’m thinking we ought to find out who this guy is.” Page disappeared down the hall to her bedroom.

			“And if I have a say, I say let sleeping dogs lie,” Betsy called back, heading for the shower with the most fantastic menu idea for their breakfast. 

			“Ah, but that’s just it, cousin, that dog ain’t sleeping,” Page answered as she passed the closed bathroom door, laptop in hand. She dashed to her closet and grabbed a pair of jeans and her lilac tie-dyed tee. She’d hurry and dress and seize the opportunity to get lost in the screen while Betsy did her hour-long morning ablutions. Still, plenty of time to fix them a light breakfast.

			

			Page parked herself on the porch’s glider, the laptop poised to investigate a few of this peculiar group, starting with Steve. With any luck, she’d have a good sixty cherished minutes of solitude before Betsy appeared with her constant hunger. 

			~*~

			“Come and get it,” Betsy shouted from inside.

			Page peeked at her watch. How had an hour slipped past her? Ah, it hadn’t. Betsy’s primping time had suffered a dramatic cut to twenty minutes. “Coming!” She feared the breakfast awaiting her still unrecovered digestive system.

			“Have a chair. I’ve got just the thing to wake up those sluggish taste buds of yours.” Wearing a proud face, Betsy placed the crimson polka-dot napkin in Page’s lap and took her seat.

			“Wow, what do I have here? Such a generous serving, too.” Page felt her stomach roll and prayed the bottle of antacids held at least two remaining chews. She’d need to stop by the pharmacy later and grab a colossal bottle to carry her through summer.

			“It’s my newest recipe. It came to me this morning—red chili pepper French toast with either cinnamon maple syrup or honey goat cheese. You’ve always loved any honey bees’ offering. Go ahead. Dig in.” Betsy took the first bite, rolling her eyes heavenward. 

			“Sounds…zesty.” Page slipped the tiniest morsel into her mouth, nodding. The hot exploded in her throat. She downed her glass of water.

			“Good, huh?”

			Betsy’s constitution trumped hers. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’m going to need that bottle of syrup and a refill on my ice water, please.”

			“Of course.” Betsy’s floral shift shimmied toward the kitchen.

			Barnacle’s face appeared at the screen door.

			Page thought quickly. She grabbed the French toast and raced to throw the slices out the door to the waiting dog. Mission accomplished. She sat back down and pretended to be chewing when Betsy returned with the water pitcher and more syrup.

			“Here you go. Goodness, you’ve positively devoured your toast. I’m sorry not to have any more to offer.” Betsy’s attention shifted to the sound coming from outside. She rose to investigate.

			Fearful, Page followed.

			“Well, if it isn’t Steve’s dog having some coughing fit. Whatever is wrong with him?” Betsy cracked the screen door, and Barnacle zipped past, heading straight for their table.

			“He’s in a bit of distress. The poor dog.” Page knew she was the cause, too. 

			Both women watched in surprise as the dog knocked the plastic water pitcher over with his paw. Barnacle commenced lapping the spilled liquid from the floor.

			“How strange for him to be so…thirsty.” Betsy stared, perplexed.

			Page stooped down to check Barnacle. His eyes were tearing from the hot peppers. He did manage to give her face a lick. “I’m so sorry, fellow,” she whispered, relieved his hacking had subsided. 

			“He seems fine now.” Betsy had sat back down, eyeing her plate.

			“Listen, since I’ve finished breakfast, and you haven’t, I’m just going to walk Barney back home.”

			“Good idea. My toast is getting cold.”

			“Doubtful,” Page muttered under her breath. That toast would never be anything but insanely hot. “Come on, Barnacle. Back you go. And I promise I’ll make this up to you somehow.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			“Sir, this lady is up to something…a big something. And I happen to be ideally positioned to watch and observe her movements.”

			Page stood at Steve’s screen door, hearing his rich baritone voice declare his certainty about who she didn’t know. She paused with her curious nature to listen. Barnacle waited by her side, swallowing big gulps of air while his tail wagged against her leg.

			“For starters, I can tell you there was a meeting last night at her home with some guests you might find noteworthy.”

			Page surmised the Sir, whoever he was, must be talking.

			“Not now. In person. I’ll be there before you fly out.”

			Page gathered her composure. She’d have time later to ponder who Steve might really be and if he was sinister or safe.

			Barnacle whined.

			“Who’s there?” Steve appeared within seconds, cracking open the screen door.

			“Me again with your dog.” Page held Barnacle’s collar and passed him back to his owner.

			“Are you kidding me, Barn? Go to your crate. Now.”

			Barnacle suffered another minor coughing spell, causing Steve to drop to his knees and check out his dog. The love shone in the man’s eyes. “Barn, what’s the matter? Did you eat another crab, because the vet—”

			Page knelt and hugged Barnacle’s face. “Forgive me, boy.”

			“Forgive you?” Steve’s steel gray eyes fixed on her.

			“Yeah, you see, Betsy made some spicy French toast. And I shared my lot with Barnacle here. I never dreamed he’d react like...he has. I thought dogs had strong constitutions, and I mean yours eats crustaceans and such.”

			“Do go on.”

			“Well, Betsy’s not a great cook. Actually, she’s a horrible cook.” A giggle escaped that she dared voice her feelings out loud.

			“I’m inclined to agree.” Steve watched his dog move toward the water bowl.

			“Is there anything I can do? I swear he’s doing much better than a few moments ago. I’d offer some antacids, but I’m probably all out.” Sensing Barnacle was over the worst of the encounter, Page suppressed the grin, trying to escape.

			“I think he’ll be okay once I get some food into him to cut any remaining fire. Maybe this escapade will keep him home. Right, my man?” Steve grinned.

			Barnacle managed a tail wag but kept drinking.

			“Anything else? I’m in the middle of something.”

			Page registered the dismissal. “Nope. Just one more I’m sorry. Bye, Barnacle.” She let herself out but planned to keep Steve on top of her investigating list.

			~*~

			“What took so long this time? Honestly, if you hadn’t given me that dissertation of you being a one-man kind of gal, I’d swear you were hanging your beach bonnet on our hunk next door.” Betsy shut the dishwasher door and pushed the start button.

			“Nope, but I’m on a mission to learn what type of work our neighbor is doing. I sense he’s not your average nine-to-fiver.”

			Betsy grabbed a pen and notepad.

			“No, Betsy. I don’t need you to take notes just yet, but soon,” chuckled Page. 

			

			“I was getting ready to write my grocery list. I need to grab a few things at the market for my next culinary extraordinaire.”

			Page panicked. She felt the adrenaline pump kick open. “Totally unnecessary. I’m relieving you from cooking another meal today. You’re on vacation.” She grabbed the notepad and pen, tossing them in the drawer.

			“But really, I love—”

			“I won’t hear another word. I’m treating us to a meal at…” Page’s mind scrambled to come up with a place. “At…the Crab Shak.”

			“The Crab Shak? Where the bikers go?” Betsy’s mouth hung open.

			“Yep. There will be plenty of local color. You love color. Let’s add a different kind of spice to our day. We can have an early dinner.” What in the world had her make that restaurant choice, never mind the reference to spice?

			“Guess I’m game. Okay then, the Crab Shak it shall be. Hey, are we getting tats too?” Betsy pointed to her forearm and laughed.

			Page envisioned them inked with a seagull image. Her next words came as a tease. “Hmm, let me think about it. For now, let’s run some errands and then enjoy a swim this afternoon. Give me about an hour to make some calls, and I’ll be ready. You?”

			“Oh, I’ll sit on the porch with my historical romance novel. Big doings because Laura’s ready to tell the Dowager Gertrude…” 

			Betsy turned to find Page had disappeared into the study. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Page’s index finger flew solo, punching a series of numbers into her cell phone. “Hey, Larsen. How’s the bookshop?”

			“Hey, yourself. Shop’s good,” Larsen quipped. “You’ll like this. I just took a thirty-piece book order for the third graders. It seems the homeroom mothers have banded to have their spawn read some manners book called, “Say Thank You.” Larsen’s words came tinged with amusement.

			“Sounds like a good idea to me. Good for those moms bringing back the forgotten rules of etiquette. What else you got to share?” Page twirled her pen. She’d have to dance carefully with the retired savvy detective.

			Larsen’s crisp voice came back through her phone. “Well, I’ve been familiarizing myself with where certain fiction genres are in the shop. It’s kinda embarrassing when the customers must lead me to the right section. Know what I mean?”

			“I do, but everyone understands you’re new to running a bookstore, so don’t stress. Just promise me you won’t close early to go fishing.” Page clipped her hair back. “That’s what I care about, Mister.” She delighted in goading her one male friend, who always took her bossy words good-naturedly. 

			“Define early.” Larsen cleared his throat.

			“Early would be two o’clock.” The rascal had plans with his fishing buddy, Harry. She felt it. Page glanced out the window in time to see Steve hop into his SUV and tear off toward town. What’s his big hurry? Larsen’s voice beckoned for her attention.

			“Then no worries here,” Larsen assured Page. His waders wouldn’t be on him until three p.m. “What’s new with you?”

			“Me? Oh, just trying to survive Betsy’s cooking one meal at a time. Getting a few walks each day. And for entertainment, I’m encouraging a male neighbor to develop manners like the third graders’ moms.” Steve’s face flashed in her mind.

			“Hmm…want me to send you some books on the subject? Wait, this one’s perfect—Manly Manners in a Fortnight. You know I hear the Brits are very proper and good at this sort of thing,” Larsen added, with his best attempt at a Cockney accent. 

			I doubt a book would help this guy,” Page responded, believing her words.

			“Hey. Got another one especially for you, The Art of Ordering Take Out. That should help with the Betsy problem.” Larsen laughed loud enough to wake one of the mountain village’s hibernating brown bears.

			“Listen. I appreciate your showing off learning my inventory and all, but I need something else from you. And when you hear my next words, don’t lecture.” Page sucked in a breath.  

			“Lecture you? I only lecture when you start that sleuthing business up, and, gal, you’d better not tell me you’re—”

			“Only a tiny bit. Tiny, Larsen. And before you start in, I swear I just happened to be at The Bistro…wait a minute. I’m calling you about my neighbor.” Geez. Whatever made her start blabbing?

			“Page Wright, if it wasn’t my lunchtime, I’d be giving you a long talking to about whatever you’ve gone and put that cute nose into.” Larsen peered into his lunch sack.

			“You should enjoy your meal. I’ll make this quick. I need you to run a check on a guy named Steve Tanner. Page felt proud she’d hit upon his last name when Barnacle brought her Steve’s newspaper with the monthly bill attached. 

			“And just why do I want to bother the guys at the station with this?” Larsen prodded.

			“Because I’ve got this inkling, and it so happens he lives right next door. And you want me safe…don’t you?” Page’s spirits buoyed with her pitch. Larson’s caring about her would trump his usual sermon on minding her own business. “So? Are you going to help me?”

			Page knew that Larsen probably had his favorite ham and smoked gouda sandwich spread out, waiting for his first taste. “Okay. Okay. Your blasted inklings again, though I hate to admit this, they’re always on the mark. I’ll see what I can dig up, but in the meantime, you steer clear of this guy. Agreed?”

			The bell jingled on the shop’s door. Page could hear Larsen’s pal Harry in the background. “See here? Guaranteed to snag ol’ granddaddy trout.” 

			“Listen, I heard the bell. You’ve got a customer,” she lied. “Talk to you later and big thanks.” Page rang off, appreciating Harry’s timely interruption. She’d scratch checking out one mysterious-acting but oh-so-fine-looking neighbor. Where had that last thought originated? She must be hormonal or something.

			“Page? You busy?” Betsy’s voice sounded bored.

			“Come on in.” Her call to the real estate agent could wait.

			“Can we please, and thank you, go eat lots earlier than we planned? I can’t stop thinking about a Crab Po’ Boy sandwich, and the dowager is off to summer at her country estate at Dorset. I can leave her to settle in.” Betsy’s electric blue striped handbag dangled from her arm, punctuating her earnestness about the meal.

			Page chuckled. “Well, I’m sure the dowager’s escape from her London home is a huge relief for you. Come on. Guess I’m a smidge hungry, too.” Page flicked off her laptop, but not her mind. She knew Steve was hard at work reporting on someone, but who and why?
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