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      What in God’s name am I doing here?

      Seriously?

      I glanced around the room, my head on a swivel, and took in my surroundings. It was a Wednesday night–happy hour at The Club, as the locals called it. I found a great deal of amusement in the idea that discounted drinks and free appetizers for a couple hours were supposed to make people happy. There was so much more to life. I should know. I’d lived so many already.

      The mahogany bar I sat at sipping my wine hinted at affluence and the stone fireplace, even though it wasn’t lit, conveyed a sense of warmth throughout the room. Large wooden beams strategically placed along the ceiling led to a wall of windows that framed a breathtaking view of Lake Amore.

      The lake. It was why I was here in Wilson, Texas. The love of everything Italian was in my DNA, thanks to my father and his heritage. Finding a lake that literally meant love in Italian had called to me with an irresistible siren song. The fact no one knew me here...well, in all truthfulness, was the primary reason I’d chosen it.

      The bar was filling up fast. The muddled conversations drifted up to the rafters, transitioning to a comforting hum of humanity thrumming in and around the bar. It wouldn’t take a rocket scientist for anyone entering the room to recognize I was the new stranger in town.

      Wilson, Texas, sported a population of five hundred eighty-six–well, eighty-seven once I moved in. A weekend or retirement home for those who either had been born into money in a fancy birthing suite or made their money from “hard” work like oil and gas executives and financial geniuses. I knew the type. Rich people who pretended they were like everyone else, while inwardly looking down on the rest of society. I’d learned a lot over the years from hanging out with the stereotypes who called this place their home. And what I knew, I could control.

      While I knew them, they didn’t know me. And in a small town, that placed me in the center circle of Barnum & Bailey’s circus of life. I’d garnered more than a few curious glances before the onlooker noticed a recognizable face or made their way to sit with friends. It was as bad as high school. Maybe worse. Men stared at my cleavage and women, my hair. I didn’t blame them. I’d gone to a lot of effort to make sure both of those items were what people focused on. Not wanting to be identifiable by someone later had been an occupational hazard.

      This was ridiculous. I didn’t really want to get to know anyone apart from what I’d already learned from my pre-move research. I’d hoped to offer a smile or two, pass out a few cards, and invite people to the opening of my new shop, Tesoro. A girl had to make a living, right? Or at least pretend to.

      Since this was the worst idea I’d had well…ever, I downed the rest of my pinot noir and placed a twenty on the bar to cover my “happy” hour drink and a generous tip. Just as I slid off my bar stool, a woman several inches shorter than me with a cherub face and auburn curls piled high on her head came up to me, smiled, and extended her hand. If I had to guess her age, I would place my bet on the mid-forties, but with the miracles of modern makeup and treatments, it was also possible my guess was skewed.  “You must be new here. I’m Kelsey and this...” she gestured to a man who was thick in the middle and missing some hair on top, “...is my husband, Pete.”

      Wanting to make my escape, I shook her hand. “I’m Sadie Sabatini. And if by new you mean less than three weeks in town, then guilty as charged.”

      She laughed. I guessed what I said could be taken as a joke. Sadly, unless I was running a con where I clearly knew the objective of my interaction with others, I struggled a bit at so-called normal conversation. “Well, we’ve not seen you here at the club, have we, Pete?”

      Pete’s gaze traveled up and down my five-foot ten-inch frame before stopping for just a moment longer than necessary at my cleavage, then resumed the journey to my face. His grin lent itself more to a leer, but I ignored that. “No, and I’d remember seeing her.”

      Kelsey playfully pushed him. “Behave!” She gestured to a table with another couple seated next to the window. “Please join us for a drink and tell us what brought you to Wilson.”

      While I really did want to make my escape, part of my new objective was blending in and finding that new normal. As a result, I returned her warm smile. “Let me grab a fresh glass of wine, and I’ll join you in a few moments.”

      “Wonderful!” Kelsey offered with enthusiasm. “I love introducing people and strengthening the bonds of small-town Texas.”

      Drawing a deep breath, I returned her smile. “That’s why I’m here. To become part of the fabric of small-town…” I almost said USA, but remembered the pride each Texan has in their state. The flag boasting the red, white, and blue with the single star flew proudly on buildings, homes, and streets everywhere in the state. I was impressed, to be honest. “Texas. It’s a beautiful state, and Wilson and Lake Amore are wonderful.”

      “Smart and beautiful,” Kelsey bragged. “You’re going to do well here.”

      From her lips to God’s ears. I needed this to go well. After a lifetime of being on the move, and sometimes, the run, I wanted to find a nice, quiet place to settle down and just be…well, me. “Thanks, Kelsey. I appreciate your kindness.”

      A few minutes later, I found myself being introduced to several other people as everyone stopped by to say hello to Kelsey and Pete. Though my initial reaction to Pete was less than positive, maybe I just needed to get to know him a little better. I’d reserve judgment for now.

      I was just starting to get comfortable and relax when I noticed out of the corner of my eye a man being denied the opportunity to sit at a long table of people who were giving off a we’re-better-than-everyone-else vibe. That simple act sparked a chain reaction in my nervous system that ended with the short hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention. I’d always had a thing for the underdog. In fact, it started in high school when I devoted significant time to creatively finding ways to even the playing field for those whom society had deemed less important. I hadn’t stood for it as a teenager, and I sure wasn’t going to stand for it now. I returned my attention to Kelsey and leaned closer to her. “Thank you for your kindness this evening. I truly appreciate it and hope we can get to know each other better in the coming days.” Using my gaze to draw her attention over to the man I’d spotted, “If you’ll excuse me, I think I see someone who might need a kind gesture as well.”

      Her gaze followed mine to see the someone I’d referenced. After a moment, her expression softened and she nodded. “Of course. Please tell Jonathan I said hello.”

      “I will. Thank you again.” I started to get up to head to the bar for another drink. Her touch on my arm stopped my progress. “He likes Jack Daniel’s, just in case you’d like to buy him a drink to cheer him up.”

      Something about Kelsey’s manner told me she was one of the good gals. I pulled a few cards from my purse and handed them to her. “Thank you again for your kindness tonight. I’d love it if you stopped by the grand opening of my shop tomorrow. All the information is on here.”

      She took the cards. “We’ll try.”

      A moment later, I’d secured another wine and a Jack Daniel’s and made my way to the table where Jonathan was seated, by himself, eating some of the free appetizers. For the record, he looked anything but happy. He was small in stature but had held his head high, even when he was being shunned. I liked that kind of fight in a person. He wasn’t handsome by classic standards, but the salt-and-pepper hair, mostly still pepper, gave way to a strong jaw and tanned skin that some women might like. He was probably older than he looked, but the number in my head placed him close to fifty, maybe.

      “Hi. Is this seat taken?” I offered my best smile as I held out the glass of whiskey.

      The look on his face was priceless. I gave him ten extra bonus points for his gaze immediately going to my face. He stood and came to the other side of the table to pull out a chair for me. “Only by the most beautiful woman in Wilson. Please, sit down.”

      We sipped our drinks in silence for a few moments before he set his glass down. “Do I know you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m new in town. I don’t think anyone knows me yet.” I handed him a card. “You’re welcome to come to the grand opening of my new store tomorrow, though.”

      He laughed, tucking the card in the breast pocket of his shirt without even looking at it. “My apologies. I pride myself on never forgetting a face. But you’re right, if I’d seen you before, I certainly wouldn’t forget. You can rejoin your friends, Miss...?”

      I was pretty good with faces, too, so I was certain I didn’t know Jonathan and it didn’t appear he knew me. Otherwise, all my efforts to find a place to lay low for a while would have been in vain. I also prided myself on paying attention to my surroundings. During our conversation, I observed that, even though the chatter at the table Jonathan hadn’t been allowed to sit at had continued, their gazes kept finding their way back to us. I decided it would be fun to give them a show. I took his hand and smiled. “Sabatini. Sadie Sabatini. Besides Kelsey, whom I met right before you and made it her personal mission to introduce me to everyone, you’re the only friend I have here in the community.”

      This man’s smile melted a little of the tough exterior I’d donned to help me survive all the years that preceded my arrival here. “Well, you’re one of the few I’ve had since I moved here six months ago.”

      My heart wilted at his statement. I thought small-town communities were supposed to be more welcoming than the big city. Maybe there was a probationary period before you found your in. Either way, I wasn’t going to let tonight be sad and lonely for Jonathan. While staying under the radar was my original goal, sometimes one had to adjust to do what seems right. “You wanna get out of here and go on a boat ride?”

      “Heck yeah, I do. You got a boat?” He stood, offering his hand.

      “I do.” I smiled and took it, enjoying every curious glance directed at our little center of attention. The spotlight was certainly on the middle ring now. Score was now one for the underdog and a big zilch for the pretentious people who only wanted to hang with their own kind.

      We sashayed past the table of people who’d shunned him, and I gave my long, coal black hair a nice toss as I slipped my arm around Jonathan’s shoulders. Not wanting to completely alienate the people at the long table–one never knew what connection might come in handy in the future, I stopped at the head of the table and made sure I had everyone’s attention. “Good evening. I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of meeting any of you. I’m Sadie Sabatini, new proprietor in town.” I reached in my purse with the hand not currently around Jonathan’s shoulder and pulled out some cards. Laying them on the table, I added. “I hope to see each of you in my shop this week. It’s the grand opening and I’m offering a ten percent discount to the first ten patrons.”

      The woman sitting closest to me picked up the cards and started handing them down the table. “Nice meeting you, Ms. Sabatini.”

      Offering my brightest smile, I squeezed Jonathan’s shoulder. “Thank you. I look forward to getting to know each of you soon. Now, if you’ll excuse Jonathan and me, we’re heading out for a sunset boat ride.”

      Once outside, he was grinning ear to ear. “You like messing with people, don’t you?”

      “I like messing with people who think they’re above being messed with.”

      He chuckled. “I like messing with them all.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant by that but figured I’d get him to tell me more another time. This evening we would fully enjoy Lake Amore as the sun started to set over the glassy water. I led him to my golf cart. “Your chariot awaits.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I live in a golf cart community. While within the confines of said community, I intend to drive a golf cart. Now, do you want to go boating or not?”

      Jonathan slid in next to me and a moment later we were heading down Marina Drive, which led to the community marina that housed my boat. The setting sun filtering through the trees supplied a picturesque backdrop of shadow and light as we made our way slowly along the short distance to the marina. Townhomes with a lake view lined the left side of the road while dog parks and playgrounds occupied the right. Though most of Wilson was made up of retired people or those who didn’t have to work, grandchildren often came for visits, so it was important to the community for them to have a nice place to play.

      “What brought you to Wilson?” Out of habit, I decided to start building a mental file on Jonathan with a little background information. I’d learned over the years it helped to understand what motivated people by knowing where they came from.

      His thin frame turned toward me, and the reflection off his dark-rimmed glasses made it hard to see his eyes. “Would you believe me if I told you revenge?”

      Schooling my features to make sure they revealed nothing, I shrugged. “I have no reason not to believe you.”

      “Good answer,” he chuckled.

      “So, you lived here before?” I turned the golf cart into the parking lot of the marina, wishing there’d been a little more road between The Club and here.

      He got out of the cart and walked around the front, took my hand, and helped me out. Though I obviously didn’t need the assistance, I always appreciated a gentleman.

      He kissed my hand and winked, “My mother lived here a lifetime ago. She left when she was pregnant with me.”

      “Is she here with you now to help with your plan of revenge?” My tone was light and teasing, but I really wanted to delve deeper into his earlier statement. Curiosity was equally good and bad at times.

      We started over the bridge that led to the security gate to the boat slips. On the right was a snack shack of sorts that served boaters and families during prime time. On the left, the structure that housed management and staff, and just on the other side of the metal bridge, Jackie’s Ship Store. My move-in research revealed Jackie Price was the sister of the marina manager, Lester Price.

      We’d just made it to the access gate when a slamming door stopped my progress with the key card. “What in blazes are you doing here, you greasy oil slick?”

      I’d been called many names in my thirty years, but this was new. “I beg your pardon?”

      Lester’s burly frame, covered in bib overalls and a dirty T-shirt, barreled toward us. At my question, he stopped and made a surly face before he recognized I was a paying member of the marina. He removed his Houston Texans hat, displacing a mix of black and gray hair that connected to a dirty white beard. “Apologies miss. That scumbag you’re with isn’t welcome here. That’s who I was talking to.”

      I cast a sideways glance at Jonathan, who sported a satisfied grin. “I’m Ms. Sabatini’s guest, so I’ll thank you to crawl back in your cave and return to your self-serving ways. If you cared half as much for this lake and marina as you did lining your pockets, maybe more residents would put their boats here rather than a competing marina.”

      Lester’s round, full face flushed an angry red. “I’m going to kill you for being such a pain in my butt!”

      Stepping between the two testosterone-fueled men, I smiled and made sure my voice was even and calm in an effort to diffuse the situation. “Surely this can wait until my sunset boat ride is complete. The way the vibrant sun sinks below the surface and, for such a short time, bathes the water in a palette of color just can’t be missed.” I put my hand on Lester’s bicep and the tension ebbed a bit from his body. “I’m certain this score can be settled in another hour or so, right?”

      Lester’s sigh conveyed resignation and frustration at the same time. “Of course, ma’am. Enjoy your ride. Though, with him, I don’t see how that can happen.” His gaze narrowed as his lips compressed from the light smile he’d given me to a thin line when he focused on Jonathan. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

      With that unpleasantness behind us, we made our way to the very last dock, the one closest to where the boats left the marina and readied my small speed boat for departure. I didn’t say anything until we’d left the no-wake zone. The moment we crossed that buoy, I pushed the throttle forward and we headed into the center of the twenty-thousand-acre lake. I chanced another look at Jonathan to see if he was upset from his encounter with Lester. His head was lifted high, welcoming the wind, and the gleam of his teeth in the light told me he loved being out on the open water as much as I did. He’d left Lester and his threat far behind.

      I slowed the boat, and we watched the sun sink below the surface. There was something magical about the way the oranges, purples, and reds melted into the water, creating breathtaking views in the sky and lake.

      “It’s something, isn’t it?” Jonathan’s deep voice finally broke our silence.

      “Nothing quite like it, especially from this vantage point.”

      He nodded. “Would you mind dropping me off at home by way of the water? I don’t want to give Lester the satisfaction of trying to kill me tonight.” He turned toward me and grinned, “Though I’m pretty sure I could outrun his fat–”

      “As if he was serious,” I laughed. “He’s not going to kill you. This is a quiet, peaceful community. There should be no reason for anyone to kill anybody.”

      “Oh, I’ve given plenty of people plenty of reasons. Besides you and Kelsey, the only other person here who wouldn’t love to see me dead is Ted Birmingham.”

      “I’ve heard that name. Isn’t he one of the members of the HOA board?” I knew, but I figured the less knowledge he thought I possessed, the more information he’d supply.

      Jonathan pointed in the direction he wanted me to go, so I obliged by turning the wheel to head toward a small outcropping near the end of the peninsula that made up the town and community of Wilson. Once satisfied I was going to take him home without forcing him to run through the marina gauntlet, he sat in the seat next to my captain’s chair, leaned his head back and slowly exhaled. “My mission since arriving six months ago is to point out to all of these pretentious pansies that their little slice of heaven isn’t nearly as angelic as they’d like to think.”

      “And Lester?”

      “Cuts corners that involve the safety of his boaters. I’m pretty sure he’s up to some other shady stuff too, but I don’t have the proof yet.”

      I wasn’t sure what his endgame was, but proof was always a good thing to have. Though, I’d learned, not always necessary. A confession of wrongdoings was better than proof any day.

      Jonathan stood as we neared the area he’d directed me to. “Right there. Just pull alongside the dock, and I’ll tie you off.”

      Usually, I was better able to keep my thoughts to myself, but tonight had taken a lot of interesting turns. “You live in an RV park?” Truthfully, I was embarrassed by the incredulity in my voice.

      He chuckled as he stepped out of the boat and offered his hand. Such a gentleman for someone whose main purpose in life was revenge. He gestured to the rows of homes that could pick up and move in thirty minutes or less. “They’re all nice and no one pretends to be something they aren’t. I like living here because I’m not subject to the rules that govern the homeowners of Wilson.”

      Recognition dawned. There was, for some unknown reason, a part of the peninsula that the original occupants had decided not to incorporate into the town of Wilson. Because they were unofficial, they weren’t subject to the deed restrictions and homeowner association (HOA) rules the rest of the community was. I’d tried to discover why in my research, but I had been unable to learn anything more. The fact Jonathan chose this area to live in, however, made perfect sense.

      “Hey, handsome,” a gravelly voice called out from an approaching woman.

      Whatever her age, the decades appeared to have been hard on her, though I could see echoes of a beautiful woman remained. Her thin frame was top heavy and her bleached blonde hair sported a ponytail on each side, which seemed incongruent for her age. The ensemble was completed with leather pants and a leopard print halter top. Her cat eyes narrowed as Jonathan slipped his arm around my waist and pulled me closer.

      The last thing I wanted was to be any point in a lover’s triangle, especially when I was certain this woman would grind me into the ground with her thigh-high boots rather than share anything, or anyone, with me.

      “Hey, EZ,” Jonathan replied as he leaned in like he was going to kiss me. Once he was close to my cheek, he whispered. “I never forget a face and while you were in disguise during your time in North Dakota, I remember you. How much are you willing to pay for me to keep your secret?” After he asked his question, he moved to kiss me.

      I now understood a little better his earlier comment about liking to mess with everyone. While Jonathan’s question shook me, I would figure out how to deal with it later. The goal now was to escape and have nothing more to do with him. I slammed my heel down on his foot, then pushed hard. “Never in a million years!” My response was both to me paying him blackmail and him kissing me.

      The woman he had called EZ stormed forward and pushed me hard before she went to Jonathan’s aid. He was now sporting a satisfied smirk, one I’d like to wipe off his face. I righted myself and headed to my boat. “I think we’re done here.”

      He laughed. “Oh, c’mon, I was just having some fun. EZ appreciates fun and games, don’t you?”

      “EZ?” I asked, my curiosity winning out for just a moment over my desire to leave these two to whatever plans they might have with each other. Besides, knowledge was power, and, without a doubt, I needed some power over Jonathan.

      The woman lifted a cigarette to her lips, took a long draw, and then exhaled in my direction. “Estelle Zimmerman, but some folks like to call me EZ.”

      “Be truthful,” Jonathan teased. “That’s not the only reason people call you that, now is it?”

      “Well, Ms. Zimmerman, I assure you I have no designs on your man. I was simply giving him a ride home. You can be certain I won’t be doing that again.” I turned to Jonathan, not wanting to further engage him, but to issue at least one warning. “And Jonathan, you try to kiss me again without an invitation and you’ll reap all the benefits of my self-defense classes. Understood?”

      He nodded and laughed as he took EZ’s hand and started to walk away. He looked over his shoulder. “Don’t forget what we talked about, Ms. Sabatini. Thanks for the fun and enlightening evening.”

      Having had enough fun for one night, I decided to take advantage of the dock at the back of my property rather than see Lester again at the marina. Darkness was starting to descend on the lake, but I could still make out some hardcore kayakers taking advantage of what was left of the day. I should have skipped this whole evening and taken my kayak out for a nice sunset paddle.

      But eventually, Jonathan would have seen me and issued his blackmail ultimatum. I’d never been one to run from a bully, and I wasn’t going to start now. All that was needed was a good game plan.

      Tomorrow promised to be full of potential and excitement. I would use my creative energy to make my store a success and find a way to effectively deal with the Jonathan problem before it got out of hand.
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      A normal morning for me consisted of a walk on one of four routes I’d plotted to give me quick access to areas ideal for hiding. One could never be too careful. Familiarizing yourself with your surroundings and knowing all points of exit was key to never getting caught. On the mornings I didn’t walk, I took my kayak out onto Lake Amore and watched as the sun made its ascent into the sky and brightened the day.

      Instead of either of those activities, I skipped my morning routine altogether, too excited for the opening of my shop. I unlocked the door and smiled proudly at the sign above it: Tesoro, which is Italian for treasure. All around me were carefully chosen Murano and Venetian glass pieces from my father’s home country of Italy. It was love at first sight for my parents. She was a nurse, fresh out of college and working for Doctors Without Borders, and my father’s family believed in using their wealth to help those less fortunate. This led him to meet the love of his life while delivering supplies to the refugee camp where my mother was working.

      My smile continued as I checked each vase, chandelier, glass, goblet, and item of jewelry to make sure it was positioned just right. I’d painstakingly positioned each beam of light around the shop to ensure each piece sparkled. Three hours later, my smile had faded. Not one person had visited. Not even those who might be curious about a new place to spend their discretionary income. My confidence was shaken. Every venture I’d taken before had been successful. Of course, I’d never pursued an interest on my own behalf. No, it had always been for someone else. Maybe that was what I was destined to do for the rest of my life.

      I was about to close for lunch when the bell on the door rang. I hurried to the front. The woman exuded wealth and power. Her attire, black slacks, a red silk blouse, and a black-and-white checked silk scarf, covered her perfect frame. I had no doubt each piece of jewelry and clothing she wore came from only the finest designers and, most likely, had been tailored to fit her perfectly. I didn’t know her name but recognized her from the table of people Jonathan and I had taunted last night. “Good afternoon and welcome to Tesoro. I’m the owner, Sadie Sabatini.”

      “I know who you are.” She cut off my attempt at pleasantries. Though only an inch or so taller than me, she’d mastered the art of looking down at those around her.

      One more attempt at niceties before my inner witch was set free to circle her head on a flying broom. “Well, Ms. Whoever You Are, as this is our grand opening, I’m offering a ten percent discount to all customers. Anything special you’re interested in?”

      She closed the distance between us until only a foot or so of space remained. Definitely too close for my comfort. “I am Mrs. Emma Jane Birmingham. My only interest is to warn you I intend to have this space sooner rather than later, so you best not get too comfortable. It was supposed to be mine in the first place. You may think that stunt you pulled last night won you an award, but I know your type. And, if you know what’s best, you’ll stay away from Jonathan Kirkpatrick as well.”

      “Or?” I leaned in a little and pulled myself to my full height. If she thought her designer clothes or warnings would scare me off, she would soon learn differently.

      To her credit, she didn’t flinch or back down. This was obviously a woman who issued commands and expected them to be followed. She also had the resources, I was certain, to make good on any threats issued. She painted a fake smile on her face and glanced at her perfectly manicured nails. “Or nothing. Have a nice day, Ms. Sabatini.” She turned on her heel and left.

      While her comments rattled me, they didn’t scare me. Bullies typically were insecure and overcompensating for something missing in their lives–usually love. I needed to find what Emma Jane was missing and try to provide that to her. We’d be besties, then. I laughed out loud. Okay, probably not, but it was worth a try. I truly didn’t want to make enemies when I’d just left the last bunch behind.

      No longer hungry, I decided to go into my office and do a Google search on Emma Jane Birmingham to see what I might learn. I’d barely powered up the laptop when the bell on the door rang again. I hurried to the front.

      Kelsey stepped in.

      “Hi! As my first official customer, I’m giving you ten percent off anything in the store.”

      When I only received a small upturn of the corners of her mouth, I decided to try again. “Okay, you win, fifteen.”

      This earned me a sad smile. “I wish I was here for shopping and chit chat, but I wanted to give you a heads-up.”

      “About?”

      “They found Jonathan’s body floating near the entrance to the Wilson Marina.”

      “What?! You can’t be serious?”

      “I’m afraid I am. It’s so sad. I know he wasn’t popular but, in time, people would’ve come around. I have to believe that.”

      I appreciated her faith in humans, however, I’d witnessed incredible stubbornness from people many times. “Do they suspect foul play?”

      “I haven’t heard. Given the circumstances, I’m certain they’ll investigate.”

      Her statement brought into focus why she’d made a visit to share this information. “And you suspect their investigation might lead them to my front door to ask questions.”

      She nodded. “You two garnered a lot of attention when you left the club last night. Lester also confirms you were at the marina together, and a resident of the RV park says you two had a physical altercation.” Her hands went to her round hips and she laughed. “You managed to upset both ends of the social class scale last night. That’s a gift.”

      The stories that news and gossip spread like wildfire in small towns were not exaggerated. Not wanting to play my hand either way, I simply nodded. “I suppose.”

      Kelsey moved to stand in front of me. Her green gaze stared into my brown eyes for several moments. “I don’t believe for one second you were involved. You had no reason to.” Then, she faltered a bit. “Right?”

      I’d upset countless people over the years, not all of whom I recalled. I still didn’t remember Jonathan, but it was obvious he remembered me. He had mentioned North Dakota, so there had to be a connection to the people my team and I had run a con on to get back land and money that rightfully belonged to our client. Justice was blind. I was not.

      And the police wouldn’t be, either. If Jonathan had told EZ about his blackmail, it was possible she had already told the police. If not, there was no guarantee she wouldn’t share in the future. Small towns were quick to judge, especially the new kids on the block. Without a doubt, I was the one they’d judge first. Smiling, I put my hand on Kelsey’s arm to convey sincerity. “You’re one hundred percent correct.  I had nothing to do with any of this. Our so-called altercation was me pushing him away when he tried to kiss me. If I killed every man who tried that without permission, there’d be a lot of sailors who never made it back from shore leave.”

      She exhaled slowly, relief evident on her face. She nodded. “I knew I was right about you. I’m a good judge of character.”

      Her marriage to Pete suggested otherwise. Because she’d been so kind to me, I wouldn’t disagree and keep her husband on the to-be-determined list. Realizing my time could be limited, I needed to know if she had any more information to share. “Do you have more details I should know before the police arrive?”

      She sucked in her bottom lip as her expression became one of deep concentration. After a minute or so, she released it. “I don’t know much, and I’m not sure how helpful it will be, but here goes. The game warden retrieved the body after a fisherman called it in. You know they like to fish on the break wall that protects the marina. Even I like to go there from time to time...”

      “Kelsey, please. Time is essential.”

      “Yes, yes. My apologies. The body was delivered to Crockett County Hospital, though I’m not sure why since he had
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