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      I want to dedicate this book to my mom, who originally came up with the name of my main character, Jonah James.

      

      She had chosen this name in honor of her late father, in case she was to have another son, but since she didn’t, I chose to name my male main character after it to honor her wishes.

      

      I also want to dedicate this book to her for teaching me my love of mysteries from watching all the mystery shows growing up, plus the endless games of Clue we played.
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        Two Weeks Ago

        Monday, April 8, 2024

      

      

      

      
        
        California Post News Report Excerpt

      

      

      

      
        
        Wealthy Business Owner Brian Turner was found dead from an apparent accident.

        

        This morning, Brian Turner, CEO of Turner Wine, was found dead in his private hot tub by his wife and business partner, Victoria. The death is thought to have been a tragic accident.

        By Hilda Hamilton

      

      

      
        
        Brian Turner, who helmed Turner Wine, a global family-run empire spanning over fifty years and produced exceptional wine all over the globe, was found dead in his hot tub. His wife and business partner, Victoria Turner, discovered him in the early hours after noticing he had not gone to bed the night before. An empty beer mug was found on the side of the hot tub, and the current consensus is that the death was an unfortunate accident. Brian leaves behind his wife, Victoria Turner, and their four children, Steven, Melissa, Adam, and Laura, along with their spouses, Andrew (Melissa) and Sophia (Adam). Services for Brian Turner will be held for a private viewing at O’Brien’s on Old Harlan Beach on Saturday for friends and family of the deceased.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

        Monday, April 22, 2024, 8:00 a.m.

      

      

      

      
        
        Basil Finn stared at his group of suspects gathered around the room of the luxurious lobby of the Sand Dollar Resort. He was trying to figure out which one was responsible for the murder of the resort owner. Was it the wife, tired of his endless affairs? Or his secretary, tired of his lies and promises to leave his wife for her. Or was one of his other employees tired of his oppressive business practices? Basil wasn’t sure. But he knew one of them was responsible for the crime. Now, Basil had to determine who had committed the crime and why. Just as he opened his mouth…

      

      

      A loud ringing went out in the distance. In a state of confusion, Jonah opened his eyes, reached over, turned off his phone alarm, and grabbed his glasses. Afterward, he shook off the weird dream involving his fictional detective, Basil Finn, and prepared for his day.

      As the warm water cascaded over him, Jonah’s mind buzzed with anticipation for the day ahead. He had a tight schedule, aiming to leave his house by 9 a.m. to reach the airport for his flight to Santa Barbara. He was grateful to be able to conduct in-person research for his next book, all thanks to his agent. Paul had always treated him right, even from the start of his writing career all those years ago. It was fortunate that Paul had secured a room for him at the Sand Dollar Resort. It seemed like the perfect setting for inspiration for his latest novel. The prospect of his working vacation filled him with excitement and nervous energy, a feeling he savored as he finished his shower.

      After his shower, Jonah wiped the steam off the bathroom mirror and saw his slightly pudgy frame. His dark brown hair was still wet from the shower and went in every direction as if it couldn’t decide where to go. Jonah laughed at the sight, then dried off and put on his clean clothes and glasses.

      Once he finished, he checked the time on his phone in his bedroom, but he still had half an hour, so he went into the kitchen and made a quick breakfast. Over a quick bowl of cereal, Jonah scrolled through the news headlines on his phone. Nothing seemed too interesting until he caught the headline: New Findings Have Ruled Brian Turner’s Death Suspicious. Jonah read on to see why the wine CEO’s death was changed from an accident to a suspicious one. The reporter, Hilda Hamilton, wrote how the coroner’s report showed high traces of the sleeping drug, Restoril, being found in his system, along with alcohol found at the site. The family was being investigated for possible foul play. Fascinating, thought Jonah. He wondered if Brian Turner had been murdered as he closed up the app. This could be an exciting story to follow for potential new story ideas for his future books, so he opened his Notes app and created a reminder. Then, he rechecked the time. He only had fifteen minutes until he had to head out. So, he quickly cleaned his empty bowl of cereal and put the bowl away before heading to his bedroom.

      Standing in his bedroom, Jonah checked his belongings to ensure he had all the necessary paperwork. Once satisfied that he was fully prepared, he grabbed his keys and stepped out, ready to embark on his journey.
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        Present Day

        Monday, April 22, 2024, 10:00 a.m.

      

      

      

      As the limo arrived outside the luxurious Sand Dollar Resort, a valet dressed in a red jacket with gold trim opened the door. Victoria Turner, an elegant woman in her late 50s, wore a tailored white pantsuit that complemented her short platinum-blonde hair. Her four adult children trailed behind in order of age. The eldest, Steven, was the first to exit. He exuded confidence in a form-fitting tuxedo that complemented his short, curly black hair, stylishly gelled over, and his 5 o’clock shadow. He was followed by Melissa, with dark curly brown hair that matched her sun-kissed tan, who was fashionably dressed in a bright red sleeveless dress with a split hem that fit her body like a glove. Behind her was her brother, Adam, with unkept dark brown hair showing signs of receding, who trailed behind, his rumpled shirt giving the impression of someone dragged unwillingly from sleep. Bringing up the rear was Laura, a pale, delicate-looking creature with dirty blonde hair dressed in a modest sundress.

      After her entourage exited the car, Victoria tipped the valet before saying, “Jacob, dear, please grab our bags from the limo.”

      Jacob gave an enthusiastic nod before saying, “Sure thing, madame. I’m sorry to hear about your husband. He was a good man.” Then, he grabbed the numerous bags from the limo and placed them on the cart beside the car.

      “Thank you, Jacob. Your kind words mean a lot to us.” Victoria’s voice wavered ever so slightly, betraying a tightly controlled grief she refused to wear openly.

      “No problem, madame.”

      With a sharp nod, Victoria said, “Let’s head inside. I’m melting.”

      “Yes, Mother,” said the entourage, following Victoria inside the hotel.

      Once inside the hotel, Victoria led the group to the front desk. The concierge, a woman of about fifty, gave a sympathetic nod as she spoke gently, saying, “Welcome, Mrs. Turner. I’m glad to see you again. I’m so sorry to hear about your husband. My condolences to you and your family.”

      “Thanks, Crystal. It has been a tough few weeks, especially with the wild rumors spreading around.”

      “I understand, Mrs. Turner. It must be difficult for you.” Crystal’s tone was gentle and understanding as she prepared the necessary documents.

      “It has been. All of this negative publicity about my husband’s death being suspicious has put a strain on the family and me. I hope we can get a break from all of that now that we’re here.”

      “I hope so, Mrs. Turner. Please sign these papers so I can give you your room keys.”

      “Certainly,” said Victoria. With a flourish, she signed and slid the paper back across to Crystal.

      Without even glancing at it, Crystal accepted the document and set it aside. “Excellent. Let me grab your keys.” Fetching them, she said, “Here you are. I hope you all have a great stay here.”

      “Thanks, dear,” said Victoria. Then she turned around and said to her children, “Come along,” before leading them to their rooms, just as a shepherd leads his flock of sheep.
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        Present Day

        Monday, April 22, 2024, 10:20 a.m.

      

      

      

      Amber pushed her cleaning cart out of room 401 just as the elevator doors slid open. As the Turner family approached the room, Amber moved her cleaning cart out of the way and murmured, “I’m so sorry. Excuse me.”

      Laura Turner flashed Amber a smile and said, “No worries. You’re not in the way.”

      Amber blushed as Victoria said, “Laura, what are you doing? You know, we don’t talk to the help.”

      “Yes, Mother, you’re right,” said Laura meekly.

      Victoria smiled maliciously as she said, “Good girl. Now go to your room.”

      “Yes, Mother,” murmured Laura as she followed her mother’s instructions and headed down the hall.

      After she left, Victoria looked at the rest of her family and said, “It’s time for everyone to head to their rooms. Meanwhile, I’m going to talk with the staff.”

      Some of the family members gave Amber a look of pity before they took off. After they had left, Victoria turned to Amber and said, “If you know what’s best for you, you’ll stay away from Laura and the rest of my family. Otherwise, you’ll live to regret it.”

      “Yes, madame,” Amber squeaked.

      Victoria grinned as she said, “That was an excellent decision. Now I’m going to retire to my room.” Then, she used her key to open room 401. A moment later, she shut the door, leaving Amber alone.

      After they left, Amber’s anger simmered. She knew the rumors were true. Victoria Turner was a manipulative hypocrite, charming in public but cruel in private.

      Laura seemed like a nice girl trapped by a wicked, controlling mother. Amber wondered if there was a way to help Laura and her siblings escape Victoria’s clutches. Maybe there was a way she could help, thought Amber. A plan formed in her mind as she pushed her cart down the hall.
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        Present Day

        Monday, April 22, 2024, 10:30 a.m.

      

      

      

      Sophia sat in the back of the limousine. Her softly padded leather seat felt like sitting on a cloud as she absentmindedly sipped a glass of expensive champagne, its rich taste lingering on her tongue, a luxury she barely noticed anymore. Her brother-in-law, Andrew Turner, sat across from her, his dirty-blonde hair gelled back stylishly, while he wore a blue button-up dress shirt and a pair of tailored khakis. For a moment, the engine’s hum and the soft clink of the champagne flute were the only sounds as Sophia’s mind drifted back to the reason for their trip while Andrew’s brow furrowed in discontent.

      Andrew broke the silence by saying, “Of course, Vic made us drive separately again, Sophia.”

      Sophia sipped her flute before saying, “It doesn’t surprise me. You know how Vic is. She’s all about public image. And we aren’t part of the main group since we married into the family. We don’t count.”

      “You’re not wrong. Vic is the queen of manipulating a scene to her advantage. Only someone like her could manage to turn a tragedy, like her husband’s suspicious death, into something she could use to her advantage.”

      Her mind drifted to the suspicious thoughts she had been having about Brian’s death before saying, “I know. But something about that has been bothering me, Andy. Do you think Brian’s death was an accident?”

      Andrew glanced out the window, then back at Sophia. “I don’t know. It all seems too convenient, especially with everything going on at the winery,” he replied, his brow furrowed in concern.

      Sophia took another sip of her champagne, pondering Andrew’s words. “What do you mean? What’s going on at the winery?”

      “You don’t know? Sales have been down lately, according to Steven. It wouldn’t surprise me… but I don’t know if she would go that far. But we all know Vic and Brian’s marriage has been falling apart for a while now. Maybe Vic killed Brian so that sales would go back up.”

      Sophia almost spilled her drink, laughing at its absurdity, before she said, “Do you think so? I thought Vic and Brian both enjoyed the drama they caused each other.”

      Andrew laughed as he said, “Maybe. I never thought about that. But I’m fairly sure I heard Vic yelling at Brian recently about having an affair with someone at the resort. It wouldn’t surprise me if that were the real reason for coming here. To subtly harass the woman he was cheating with.”

      “That sounds like something Vic would do. I feel bad for the other woman. She didn’t know what she was getting into. Vic is going to torment her.”

      Andrew laughed as he said, “Don’t feel bad. She shouldn’t have tried to steal someone’s husband. Although I don’t see how Brian could be so appealing to cheat with.”

      Sophia laughed, saying, “Men don’t have to be good-looking to cheat. That only applies to women. I should know…” Her voice trailed off, the grim truth of her words lingering as she turned to face the window. The images of white sand beaches and people in bathing suits caught her eye as she did so.

      Andrew patted Sophia on the shoulder and said, “I’m sorry, Soph. I know cheating is a sore subject for you, considering how your husband acts.”

      “It’s okay. It’s not your fault,” said Sophia somberly.

      Andrew nodded as the car fell into an awkward silence, as the limo made its way to the resort.
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        Present Day

        Monday, April 22, 2024, 1:00 p.m.

      

      

      

      Gabby was pushing her housekeeping cart down the hallway when her phone beeped. Curious whether it was work-related, she stopped the cart and took out her phone. A glance showed she had received a text from her coworker and friend, Amber.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need to talk to you after work about something. Please let me know when you’re available.

      

      

      

      

      

      Intrigued to see what Amber had to say, Gabby swiftly finished her daily housekeeping duties.

      Once she had finished, Gabby dropped off her cart. Then, she texted Amber, letting her know she was off and available to talk. A few moments later, she received a text from Amber.

      
        
          
            
              
        Awesome. Meet me in my room in fifteen minutes.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was convenient that she and Gabby lived next to each other on the staff floor, thought Gabby as she changed out of her housekeeping outfit before meeting up with Amber.

      Gabby went up to Amber’s door and knocked. A few moments later, the door opened, and Amber smiled, saying, “Good to see you, girl! Come inside and make yourself at home.”

      Gabby laughed as she went inside her friend’s room, plopped on the sofa, and said, “It’s good to see you, too. So, what would you like to discuss? I’m dying to hear the tea.”

      “Let me tell you. I had an unfortunate encounter with the evil matriarch today while finishing cleaning room 401. Her daughter, Laura, talked to me, and the evil queen reminded her that they didn’t stoop so low as to speak to the help before sending Laura to her room. Afterward, she made the rest of the family leave so she could talk to me privately. Then she told me to stay away from Laura and her family if I knew what was good for me before heading inside her room.”

      “That sounds horrible. I’m sorry you had to deal with that. But I’m not surprised. I’ve heard rumors of Victoria treating staff poorly when nobody witnesses it.”

      “Thanks, girl. I felt so angry at her for treating me as if I were beneath them just because I have a lower social status than they do. I also felt bad about how she treated her daughter. I wish I could do something to help her escape that awful mother of hers.”

      Gabby smirked as she said, “Are you sure that is the only reason you want to save her?”

      Amber blushed as she said, “Of course. Are you trying to suggest something?”

      “Well, it crossed my mind that perhaps you might have a crush on Laura since she is your type. A blonde with blue eyes,” teased Gabby.

      Amber blushed as she said, “It’s not like that. Besides, she’s way out of my league, anyway.”

      “Nonsense, so what are you going to do about it?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I came to you. I thought you might have some advice since you and Jacob have been together so long.”

      Gabby laughed, saying, “Just because I’ve been with Jacob for five years doesn’t mean I’m an expert on dating. But I appreciate the compliment. However, if I may offer my advice, I suggest you avoid Victoria at all costs. She has power and influence, and she might even be a murderer. Haven’t you heard? Her husband died under mysterious circumstances a few weeks ago.”

      Shock covered Amber’s face as she said, “What? I had no idea. Do you think they came here to hide from the media?”

      “Probably. So, Victoria might be more on edge than usual.”

      “Makes sense. But I still feel bad for Laura.”

      Gabby sighed as she said, “If you’re set on helping Laura, maybe you can meet up with her when Victoria isn’t around.”

      “Good idea. I’ll try to do that. Thanks.”

      “No problem, girl. So now what?”

      “How about going to get a bite to eat? My treat.”

      “Sounds good to me,” said Gabby as she got up from the sofa and headed to the door, with Amber following close behind.
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        Present Day

        Monday, April 22, 2024, 4:50 p.m.

      

      

      
      The limo pulled up in front of the Sand Dollar Resort hotel. A valet opened the door. Jonah tipped the chauffeur and thanked him for the ride. Grabbing his bags, he exited the limo.

      As Jonah struggled to carry his bags to the lobby, the valet said, “I can help with that, sir.”

      “It’s okay. I got it. You can go help the next car,” Jonah said with uncertainty, his pride getting the better of him.

      “If you’re sure,” said the valet, unconvinced.

      “I’m sure,” said Jonah as he awkwardly carried his luggage to the front door, unwilling to ask for help.

      “Okay then,” said the valet before taking off.

      A few moments later, Jonah made it to the lobby doors, but as he went to enter, a man barreled into him, causing him to drop his luggage on the ground. As he went to pick it up, the man apologized, “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t paying attention. Let me get your stuff.”

      “It’s okay. No worries,” said Jonah as he went to grab his suitcase.

      “Glad to hear it. Here are your bags.”

      “No problem. Thanks for helping out,” said Jonah as he stood up with his suitcase. But when he looked to see who had knocked him down, his mouth fell open. Recognition hit him, and he almost couldn’t believe his eyes as he muttered, “You’re Steven Turner, right?”

      Steven smirked a perfect smile
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