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Chapter 1

Moving Day
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LUCY HAULED HER LAST moving box up the steps of Uncle Frank's historic Victorian home and placed it on the porch alongside all the rest.  She was sweating as she fumbled with the sticky latch to the front door.  Even when she was a little kid, that door had been tricky to open.  There was something comforting in knowing that, even though so much had changed in the past few years, some things stayed the same.

Her parents were gone, but her uncle was still here.

Serenity Bay seemed the same as always, though she'd only just arrived in the quaint little tourist town.  Throughout her college years in the city, Lucy had dreamed of living in a small town like Serenity Bay.  Funny, because the whole time she spent growing up in a small town, she pictured herself moving off to the big city. 

Been there, done that, got the T-shirt. 

In fact, she was wearing her Summit University T-shirt right now.  Perfect for Moving Day. When she bought it, she'd initially tried to keep it looking pristine, but at this point she didn't much care if it got covered in schmutz. 

What good was a marketing degree if she couldn't find a job?

Heaving a sigh, Lucy pushed open the front door.  As much as life in a small town appealed to her, she'd never imagined herself living with her crotchety gay uncle.

As she stepped into the foyer, she was immediately struck by the smell of fresh flowers.  Uncle Frank had been a florist before he retired, and he obviously hadn't kicked the habit of surrounding himself with color and life.

Appearing in the doorway of the living room, Uncle Frank called out, "Lucy! What took you so long?"  He had on his trademark green gardening apron.  Lucy always thought he looked like a barista, but she didn't dare tell him so.  “You said you'd be here by noon.  It's gone three.”

She loved the guy, but he never failed to get her hackles up.  “I said I hoped to be here by noon, but my timing depended on traffic—which was terrible, thanks for asking.  And, by the way, I pulled up forty minutes ago.  I've been unloading boxes onto the front porch all this time.  If you were so concerned about me, you could easily have looked out the window.”

“This is how a niece speaks to her uncle?” Frank shot back.  “This is what they teach you at big-city college?”

Lucy wasn't sure how to respond.  He was right: she ought to respect her elders, even if they were a tad crotchety.  That's what her parents had taught her.

Uncle Frank must have read her thoughts, because he enveloped her in an uncharacteristic hug, squeezing her tight.  If she wasn't mistaken, she heard his voice crack when he said, “I'm glad you're here to stay, little Lucy.”

"Not so little anymore," Lucy replied, her voice muffled by his gaudy printed shirt.  “I'm glad I'm here, too.”

There was so much she wanted to tell him, but she didn't know where to start, much less how to find the right words. 

When Uncle Frank released her from his bear hug, it was too soon.  “You left your things on the porch, you said?”

Lucy nodded.  “Should I bring them in right away?  Will they get stolen if I leave them out there for a few minutes?”

"Your belongings will be safe as a babe in Mother's arms.  Let me give you the grand tour," Uncle Frank said.

“I've been here before,” she reminded him as he led her through the house filled with antiques and floral prints. 

“Yes, but that was back in olden times, when the world was black and white.”

“Now it's shades of gray,” Lucy muttered.

“Fifty shades?” her uncle said with a wink.

“Uncle Frank!” Lucy hollered, but she couldn't keep from laughing.

As he led her upstairs, he asked, “Have you never seen The Wizard of Oz?”

Lucy reflected.  “I guess I haven't.”

He gaped at her mockingly, then said, “We'll watch it tonight.”

“It's about a girl named Dorothy—I know that much,” Lucy offered.  “She's got ruby slippers, and she clicks her heels together: There's no place like home!”

When Uncle Frank arrived at the top of the dark wooden staircase, he smiled forlornly.  Gazing across the second story of his beautifully-appointed house, he said, “Rico and I used to watch The Wizard of Oz at least once a month.  I must seem like a gay stereotype, but we always took comfort in that film.”

Lucy wouldn't have understood the grief in her uncle's tone a few years ago—in her head, sure, but not in her heart.  Grief hadn't been something real to her, then. 

It certainly was now.

“I'd be happy to watch the movie with you,” she said to her uncle.

“It starts off in black and white,” he told her. 

“The movie does?”

He nodded.  “Starts in black and white, then turns to color.  I'm hoping that's how it'll be for you and me.”

She knew exactly what he meant, but she didn't know what to say.

Clearing his throat, Uncle Frank told her, "Your room is the first door on the right. It's not much, but I hope it'll do."

Lucy didn't mind the small room.  She was just happy to have arrived in a town where she could start fresh after college.  The florals on the walls and the bedspread were a lot to take in, but her uncle had agreed not to charge her rent until she'd settled, so who was she to speak ill of his granny-inspired décor?

Anyway, it might have been Rico who'd done the decorating.  If that was the case, there's no way she'd say anything bad about it.  She'd have to be the most callous person in the world to insult Rico's memory.  He'd been such a nice guy.  The nicest.  And side-splittingly funny.  Rico always had a line.

If she missed him as much as she did, then imagine how much Frank must miss his late, great husband.

Uncle Frank left her alone in her new room, and she sat on the bed, taking it all in.

Now she just needed to figure out what she wanted to do with her life.  In the city, she'd discovered that a marketing degree wasn't exactly a VIP pass to steady employment. 

When Uncle Frank walked by her open door, he must have caught her looking a little sad, because he stopped in the threshold and said, "I'm glad you're here, Lucy.  I've missed having another heartbeat in the house."

"I'm happy to be here," Lucy said, forcing a smile.  "I have a feeling we're going to have a great time hanging out together."

Little did Lucy know that her first few weeks in Serenity Bay would be anything but relaxing, as she would soon find herself embroiled in a murder investigation that would rock the town to its core.
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Chapter 2

The Crosswalk Controversy
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THE MORNING SUN STREAMED in through the large kitchen window as Lucy sat down to the breakfast of tea and home-baked scones her uncle had prepared for her.

“They're probably rock-hard by now,” he said as she reached for one of the golden-brown scones.  “What time do you call this?  You've slept half the day away.”

Glancing at her phone, Lucy said, “It's only eight-fifteen.”  She usually slept until eleven if she had nothing going on that day, but she wasn't going to admit that to Mr. Early Riser over there.  “And would it kill you to wait until after I wake up before you start practicing the trumpet?”

In a snippy tone, he replied, “It's a bugle, not a trumpet, and I need to practice if I want to audition for the fife and drum corps.  They do military reenactments for the tourists at the fort, you know.”

“I did not know that, and I don't want to hear about it prior to coffee, if that's all right by you.”

Uncle Frank shot back, “We drink tea in this house, not coffee, if that's all right by you.”

Lucy thought he must be joking, but when she gave the kitchen a good once-over, she realized there was no coffeemaker.  She had one packed away in a box somewhere, but the idea of first finding the coffeemaker and then finding the coffee—which would no doubt be in an entirely different box—made her want to collapse.

“There are cafes here in town?” Lucy confirmed.

In a snippy tone, her uncle said, “Plenty.”

“And they sell coffee, not just tea?”

Her uncle didn't answer.  He left the kitchen and disappeared goodness-knows-where.

Lucy's gaze landed on the newspaper her uncle had been reading before she'd come to the table.  “What's this?” she asked nobody, since she was alone in the kitchen.  “Is this the local paper?  That's so cute.”

As she picked at a homemade scone, Lucy dragged the Serenity Bay Gazette across the table so she could see what her uncle had been reading.  It was an article about a rainbow crosswalk town council had proposed to install on Main Street.

“That's nice,” Lucy said to the empty room.  “You hear about small towns being closed-minded and behind-the-times.  It's nice to see that Serenity Bay is different.”

Good thing no one was listening, because she'd spoken too soon.  As she read the article, she realized there was vehement opposition to the proposed crosswalk. 

Shouting so her uncle could hear, Lucy quoted the article to him.  “Hey, listen to this, Uncle Frank. This one lady they interviewed literally says: What makes these people think they're so special that they deserve their own crosswalk? I'm a straight white woman. Where's my crosswalk?  Can you believe a real person would actually say something so asinine?”

Lucy glanced down the hallway, but her uncle made no response.

“Anyway, what's she thinking?” Lucy went on when she heard shuffling from down the hall.  “All crosswalks are straight.  And white!”

She thought that was a pretty good line, but when she turned again to look for her uncle, she found herself face to face with a rusty old horn.

When Uncle Frank started butchering a reveille, Lucy covered her ears with both hands.  “What are you doing to me?” she screamed.  “Is this any way to treat your beloved niece?”

He kept on practicing, following her around the house as she grabbed her purse and shoes.

“Okay, okay!  I get the picture,” she said.  “I'm going out for coffee—goodbye!”

Her ears were still ringing when she stepped out of the house, but it was probably just as well that her uncle had booted her so unceremoniously.  Mornings really were beautiful, and she too often slept through them.  Plus, she was eager to explore her new hometown on foot.  She sort of knew her way around, and the town really wasn't big enough to get lost in.

She'd be fine.

Probably.

Serenity Bay's main street was every bit as charming as she remembered it, with trees lining the thoroughfare and colorful flower boxes out front of every shop. Most of the stores weren't open yet, considering the early hour, but Lucy didn't mind window shopping—she just wanted to grab a coffee first. 

This was a town that knew how to lounge.  She could take her pick of bakeries, hotels, brunch-y little restaurants, and the odd cafe.  Lucy was excited to try every one of them, though maybe not all in one day. 

She set her sights on the cafe across from the park, thinking she might sit for a while once she'd ordered her coffee, but as she approached the area, she heard some commotion.

When she got to the cute little coffee shop, the barista was probably about her age with silvery-purple hair and a nose ring.

“What's going on in the park?” Lucy asked when it was her turn to order.

The purple-haired barista growled.  “Those dinks are protesting the crosswalk again. That's every day this week!  You'd think they could find something better to do with their time, but I guess this is fun on a bun, to them.”

Lucy struggled to catch up.  “Wait, are you saying the people in the park are protesting against the rainbow crosswalk?”

“Got it in one,” the barista answered. 

Lucy was taken aback.  That article in the local paper was one thing.  She'd written it off as a single small-minded crackpot in an otherwise open-minded locale.  But if townsfolk spent their days protesting an initiative that represented inclusivity, how could she possibly live in Serenity Bay?

“What can I get you?” the barista asked.

Lucy had almost forgotten she was there to order coffee.  She glanced over her shoulder.  There was an older couple in line behind her, but she couldn't leave before posing a few more questions. 

"Why would people protest a rainbow crosswalk?" Lucy asked, dwelling on that article she'd only half-read.  “Don't tell me they want all their crosswalks straight and white.”

When the barista cocked her head in confusion, Lucy told her about the quote from the local paper.  The barista burst out laughing, then said, “Truth really is stranger than fiction.  If I read that in a book, I wouldn't believe it.  I'd say: no one in real life would say something so dumb.”

“But that woman obviously isn't the only one who thinks those things, if a whole group is protesting.” 

The barista shrugged.  “What can I say?  Some people are dyed-in-the-wool haters. They refuse to believe the gays live among them.”

The couple who'd been waiting in line behind Lucy turned on their heels and left in a huff. 

Rolling her eyes, the barista said, “Some people in this town don't appreciate my politics.”  She put air quotes around the words “appreciate” and “politics,” as if those words had been launched at her before—many times, Lucy would guess.

Puzzling over the protesters, Lucy mused, “How could they think gay people don't live in this town?  My uncle has lived here for as long as I can remember, and he's as gay as the day is long.”

“Oh yeah?” the barista asked, looking genuinely interested.  “Who's your uncle?”

“Frank Larkin,” Lucy replied.  “He's retired now, but he used to own the flower shop with his husband, Rico.”

The barista shrugged and shook her head.  “I don't think I know them.”

Lucy almost spoke up to clarify that Rico had since passed away, but there was no need to tell a perfect stranger.  The girl had already said she didn't know either man.

“I'm Breanna, by the way,” the barista said across the coffee counter. 

“Lucy,” Lucy replied, touching her hand to her heart.  “Lucy Larkin.”

“Nice to meet you, Lucy Larkin.  Now for real this time: what can I get you?  A latte, maybe?  Order anything.  It's on the house.”

Tempted as she was by the prospect of a free latte, Lucy turned toward the protesters at the park. “I swear I'll be back.  You have my word.  I just want to see what this protest is all about.”

“It's your funeral,” Breanna said as she wiped down the nozzle on the milk steamer.  

“I know, I know, but I have this problem where sometimes I can't keep my curiosity in check.”

“Oh, curiosity!” Breanna replied as Lucy darted toward the door. “I've heard about curiosity.  Can't remember what.  Something to do with cats...?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3

Welcome to Town
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AS LUCY CROSSED THE street and strode toward the large public park, she saw a group of protesters holding up signs.  It wasn't until she got a little closer that she could read their messages, which included sentiments like "No Rainbow Crosswalk" and "Protect Our Historical Town." 

These protest signs stopped Lucy in her tracks.  She felt her heart clutch in her chest, as well.  When it started beating again, a surge of anger coursed through her.

How would Uncle Frank feel about this little demonstration?

How would Uncle Rico have felt?

She didn't want to make eye contact with any of the protesters, for fear they'd try to engage her in conversation.  And if they did try, what then?  She would have to speak her mind.  She'd only moved to town yesterday.  Did she really want to get into an argument with the locals already?

As she turned around, she heard one woman saying, “This isn't a value judgement. I've got nothing against those people—not personally—I just don't want someone else's lifestyle rubbed in my face.”

Lucy wondered if this was the same lady who wanted her very own straight white crosswalk, but she vowed not to say anything.  Not today.  Even as irritation rose like bile in her throat, she swore to herself she'd hold her tongue.

As Lucy walked away, she overheard a man arguing with the protesters. "What are you so afraid of?" he asked. "A few colors on the street? Which one is most offensive to you? Yellow? Green? I bet it's indigo.  It's indigo, isn't it?"

The protester who had nothing against those people spat back, "It's not about the colors and you know it, Marcus Briggs."

“I know it all too well,” Marcus replied.

Lucy turned to look at the man whose name was Marcus, apparently. He was tall and lean, with a shock of curly hair and bright blue eyes.  She knew exactly which shade of blue they were because he happened to glance in her direction at the exact moment she twisted around to get a glimpse of him.  

When he smiled at her, Lucy felt a flutter in her chest. 

She walked away even faster, but she kept glancing over her shoulder to see if Marcus was still smiling.  He was.  Every time.  But turning around every three seconds wasn't such a bright idea—she very nearly walked into one of the maple trees lining the paved pathway. 

Had Marcus noticed?

She didn't want to know.  Hopefully she'd never run into him again, and thus never have to feel the sense of hopeful dread that was stirring in her chest.

As Lucy picked up the pace, she made way on the path for a pair of elderly women.  She nodded and wished them good morning before realizing they had placards in hand.  She couldn't help but feel a sense of unease, which redoubled when she overheard one say to the other, "Can you believe it?  In our little town!"

"It's just like them, trying to force their agenda on everyone else."

It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out who those ladies were talking about.

Lucy couldn't believe what she was hearing.  Misguided beliefs about the LGBTQ community would just keep spreading if she didn't speak up.  That's why, despite her vow not to become involved in any serious altercations on her first day in town, she spun on her heels... 

And found herself face to face with a certain blue-eyed, curly-haired young man.

“Oh, hi!” she screamed, trying to calm her racing heart before repeating those words without the scream this time.  “Oh. Hi.”

“Yeah, hi,” Marcus replied, breathing hard, as though he'd raced to catch up with her.  “Sorry to bother you.  I promise I'm not a creep.”

“I never said you were a creep!” Lucy shrieked.  In fact, she said it so loudly Marcus took a step back.  He looked so freaked out she worried he might run away.  She overcompensated, trying to act like a sophisticated lady when she said, “Please, do continue, good sir.”

“Um. Okay,” Marcus began, knitting his brow just slightly.  "It's just that I couldn't help noticing you over by the protesters.  It looked like they might have scared you away from enjoying a public space, and that's not fair.  Tourists come to this town for a slice of the simple life, which is exactly what the protesters claim they want to protect.  Instead they're driving off nice people like yourself.”

“Oh, I'm not a tourist,” Lucy offered.  

“I'm sorry,” Marcus apologized.  “I don't think I've seen you around town, so I just figured...”

“I only moved here yesterday,” Lucy told him.  “That's why you haven't seen me.  I'm brand-spanking-new.”

Her stomach clenched.  She really wished she hadn't said the word “spanking” to a guy she'd just met.

“Welcome to town.  I'm Marcus."  He extended a hand for her to shake.

Lucy introduced herself, wondering if he noticed how sweaty her palm had become.  "So, I gather you're all for this rainbow crosswalk?"

Marcus laughed. "I don't really care one way or the other, to be honest.  But I don't understand why people are so opposed to it.  It's just a crosswalk, for crying out loud."

Lucy nodded, feeling relieved that she wasn't the only one who thought the protest was ridiculous. 

“Let me buy you a coffee,” Marcus said.  “Since you're new in town.  Unless I'm being too forward.”

“Not at all,” Lucy assured him.  “I was just about to grab myself.  A coffee!  Grab a coffee.  With you.  I would like.”

He nodded as they crossed the straight white crosswalk, as if he could make sense of the drivel coming out of her mouth.

When they arrived outside the same cafe Lucy had skipped out on mere minutes earlier, Marcus opened the door for her.  She froze.  Breanna, the purple-haired barista, had offered her a latte and she'd run a mile.  She couldn't come back with someone else.  That would seem so rude.  Wouldn't it?

“I'll have a latte—nothing fancy,” Lucy told Marcus, settling into one of the seats outside.  “This way I can save us a table.”

Marcus glanced around.  Every other table was empty.

Skeptically, he said, “Yeah, this place is a madhouse.”

He mustn't have thought she was too nutsy, because he brought her a latte and a very yummy fritter, too. 

As they talked, Lucy learned that Marcus was an artist.  He'd gone to college in the city, just like she had, but he'd moved to Serenity Bay when urban life became too pricey.  He was passionate about his work, but he also loved the sense of community he had found in the small town. 

"So, what brings you to Serenity Bay?" Marcus asked.

"I moved in with my uncle," Lucy replied, remembering this morning's wake-up call. 

“That's a coincidence: when I first moved here, I lived with my aunt.”

"So you can relate.  My uncle's kind of wacky.  He's not always easy to be around, but he's a good guy, so I can't fault him too much."

Marcus grinned.  "What's your uncle's name? Maybe I know him.”

“Frank,” Lucy said. “He used to run the flower shop, but he's retired now.”

Marcus's eyes lit up as he said, “Your last name's Larkin—your uncle's Frank Larkin.  I should have made the connection.”

“You know my uncle Frank?” Lucy asked, with immediate affinity.

The question seemed to make Marcus nervous.  “I'm willing to bet most people in town know your uncle, for one reason or another.  He's quite a character.”

“No arguments here.” 

Lucy couldn't think what to say next, so she picked at her fritter while Marcus drank his coffee.  He placed his cup on the table, then picked a bit of lint off his wooly blue sweater.

After a minute of silence, Marcus said, “Your uncle wasn't keen on the rainbow crosswalk idea, from what I recall.”

Lucy was fazed by this assertion, but shook off her shock, saying, “You must be thinking about someone else.  The Wizard of Oz is my uncle's favorite movie.  He's the last person who would oppose a rainbow crosswalk.”

Marcus shrugged in a way that said he didn't want to argue.  “I could be wrong.  You would know better—he's your uncle, after all.”

Frank was her uncle, true, but she realized she didn't know much about his life.  She'd visited him more when Rico was alive, but they'd never been close as adults.

Checking his phone, Marcus said, “I hate to split on you, but I'm supposed to meet my partner, Joe. I'll see you around town.”

“I guess, yeah.”  Lucy couldn't help feeling a little deflated, hearing that Marcus had a partner.  Nodding, she said, “Thanks for the latte.”

As she walked back to her uncle's house, Lucy couldn't tamp down a newfound sense of excitement.  Even if Marcus was seeing someone, she'd still like to be his friend, at least. She was certain their paths would cross again.

If she only knew her first day in Serenity Bay was destined to end in murder...
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Chapter 4

Murder at the Crosswalk
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UNCLE FRANK WENT ALL out preparing the dinner of Lucy's dreams.  She insisted on washing the dishes, which took forever, since her uncle didn't have a dishwasher.  After that, she figured they'd watch a movie like they'd done the night before.  That's when Uncle Frank announced he had other plans.

“As it turns out, the fife and drum corps has no need for a horn at this time.  What they need is another fife.”

“That's like a flute, right?” Lucy idly asked as she finished scrubbing the last of the saucepans.

Her uncle appeared at her side, holding a small wooden cylinder with six holes carved out.  “It's more like a piccolo,” he explained.  “The sound it produces is very high-pitched.”

He blew into the fife, producing an ear-splitting noise that nearly knocked her to her knees.

“The fife can be heard for miles around,” Uncle Frank went on.  “That's why it was used in military contexts.”

“And you know how to play this instrument?” Lucy asked as he blew into it again.

“I'm teaching myself,” her uncle told her.  “That means I'll need plenty of practice before my audition.”

Lucy groaned, but her uncle couldn't hear her over the piercing sound of the fife.

“You know what?” she shouted over the instrument's shattering shriek.  “I'm so full from dinner I think I might go for a walk.”

Her uncle nodded brightly, without removing his hands or his mouth from the fife.

Grabbing her keys and phone, Lucy slid them into the pockets of her cardigan and leapt from the house as if it were on the verge of exploding.

The sun had gone to bed while she'd been washing dishes.  One of these days, she'd have to walk down to the water and watch the sun set across the bay.  Seemed like the sort of romantic activity that would be most enjoyable with that special someone, but Lucy didn't have one of those. 

Not yet. 

Serenity Bay had some interesting prospects, though.

She couldn't believe how quiet the night was, in this little town. Maybe her uncle's fife-playing had driven everyone indoors, because there wasn't a soul on the street.  Not a car on the road, not a dog-walker on the boulevard.  Nothing but silence and the stars in the sky.

Lucy took a few steps away from the house, but she didn't actually feel like going for a walk.  That's when she spotted a familiar old bicycle propped up against the potting shed in her uncle's side yard.

When Lucy was a kid, her uncles sat this exact bicycle outside their flower shop.  It was a sort of marketing device, always with seasonal flowers in its wicker basket.  She couldn't believe Uncle Frank still had it.

The wicker basket looked a little worse for wear, but that was no surprise.  It had been exposed to the elements for years on end. 

What about the tires?  A little on the flat side, maybe, but she found a pump in the potting shed and managed to plump them up.

Lucy hadn't been on a bicycle since childhood, but now was as good a time as any.  There weren't any cars on the road, and no one around to see her tumble.

As it turned out, riding a bike was a lot like riding a bike: you really do remember how to pedal and stay upright.  Lucy felt like a kid again as she cycled along her uncle's street.  If she kept going, she'd pass the barracks and associated land, all of which belonged to the fort where her uncle was so keen on becoming part of the fife and drum corps.

Beyond the fort grounds, she would come to the touristy vineyards with their large, showy structures and sumptuous restaurants.  Those would give way to the more modest vineyards, as well as orchards.  She couldn't wait to ride that way when peaches were in season.

But tonight she'd stay in town.  It didn't make sense to bike too far when her body wasn't used to it.  Her legs might fall off, and then she'd be stuck goodness-knows-where and have to phone her uncle to come pick her up.

She turned when she got to a cross street.  If she wasn't much mistaken, she would soon arrive at the intersection where the rainbow crosswalk was supposed to go in—the intersection between the park where the protesters had gathered that morning and the cafe where she'd met the purple-haired barista and later enjoyed a latte with Marcus the blue-eyed artist.

As she neared the familiar intersection, Lucy realized there were lights flashing up ahead: red, blue, white.  Didn't that just figure?  The first vehicles she would encounter on her bike ride would be police cars, and she wasn't wearing a helmet.  Was it a law that you had to wear one, or did that just apply to kids?

When she noticed the yellow caution tape posted across the intersection, she hopped off her bike.  She couldn't get in trouble for walking a bike without a helmet, could she?

Of course not.

As she approached the police cars and caution tape, the wind picked up.  Her uncle had mentioned that it always felt much breezier the closer you got to the bay.  Even in the summer months, it could sometimes feel cool.

Lucy pulled her cardigan tighter around herself, holding it closed with one hand while guiding her bike with the other.  

Aside from police officers and a smattering of assembled tourists and townsfolk on the far side of the caution tape, the crosswalk site was deserted. 

It wasn't until she'd walked her bike all the way up to the caution tape that she spotted the body lying on the ground. 

Lucy's heart raced as she took in the scene of the crime. The victim was lying face down, with blood pooling around his head.  He must have been hit by a car.  Hard to imagine, in a town where there were hardly any vehicles on the road, and where tourists and townsfolk drove so slowly even the pedestrians passed them.

And then Lucy recognized the victim's wooly blue sweater.  She recognized his shock of blond curly hair.

“Marcus!” she shrieked, resisting the urge to drop her bike and race toward the figure on the ground.

From the other side of the caution tape, she heard a woman wailing.  Lucy's gaze shot straight to the cry as the woman with brown hair in a severe ponytail turned from the crime scene.  Another woman placed a comforting arm around her shoulder and led her away from the horrible sight.

Lucy wished someone would comfort her in that way.

"Excuse me, miss?"  A voice interrupted her thoughts.

Lucy spun around expecting to find Nick Offerman there, based on the deep baritone of his resonant voice. In fact, the tall, burly man standing behind her looked a bit like the actor. He had a thick beard and dark caring eyes.

"I'm Detective Johnson," he said, flashing his badge. "Did you know the victim?”

“No,” Lucy said, her heart pounding in her chest.

“I just heard you say his name," the detective said, flatly.

“So it really is Marcus?” she asked, turning away from his body in the street.  “Marcus Briggs?”

Detective Johnson nodded sympathetically.

“I didn't know him—not really. I only met him this morning.”  Lucy explained that she'd only just moved to town and she'd come to see the crosswalk site earlier in the day.  “Marcus was so welcoming. He bought me a coffee and everything. I hoped we would be good friends or... I don't know what I thought, exactly. Besides my uncle, I really don't know anyone here in town.”

Lucy watched as a uniformed officer approached the detective to consult him on their next move. The detective assigned Uniform to conduct door-to-door interviews at the posh hotel across the street from the park.  The Crowned Eagle Inn was only three stories high, but many of the rooms would have an unobstructed view of “the murder,” as Detective Johnson's buddy put it. 

“The murder?” Lucy asked. “You think Marcus was killed in a hit-and-run, not an accident?”

The uniformed officer, who didn't look a day over twelve, said, “It wasn't an accident or a hit-and-run.  He was struck with a brick—a paver, cobblestone, whatever you call it.  Look, it's still in the street.  Got his blood all over it.  The killer probably threw it at his head, or bashed him with it, then dropped it on the ground.”

Detective Johnson heaved a weary sigh.  “Don't go telling civilians about the murder weapon.  We're trying to investigate a crime, here.  We're not releasing any more info than we have to.  If the public thinks his death was caused by a traffic accident, let them think it.”

Suitably admonished, the young officer said, “Sorry, boss.”

“You're trying to get information from the public,” the detective went on.  “Not handing it out like candy canes at the Santa Claus Parade.”

“Gotcha, boss,” the young officer replied before taking off in the direction of the Crowned Eagle Inn. 

“What about the protesters?” Lucy asked the detective. 

“Protesters?”  Detective Johnson took a notebook from his jacket pocket.  “What protesters?”

“They were in the park this morning.  They've been in the park every day this week, apparently.”  She explained about the controversy surrounding the rainbow crosswalk—which was supposed to go in exactly where Markus had been found bludgeoned to death by some sort of brick or cobblestone or paver.  “I didn't know Markus well, but he seemed like the kind of guy who ruffled feathers everywhere he went.”

As the detective took notes, Lucy glanced once again at the body in the road.  Crime scene investigators had arrived onsite.  A police photographer was busy snapping photos of the blood and the brick.

“Do you think they'll find fingerprints on the murder weapon?” she casually asked the police detective.  “I don't know whether or not you can lift prints off something like a brick.  Although, if the murderer had been wearing gloves, then they definitely wouldn't leave prints, isn't that right?”

Lucy didn't think Detective Johnson was even listening to her until he replied, “I'm not at liberty to say, Miss Larkin.”

“You're allowed to call me Lucy,” she told him.  “Miss Larkin makes me sound like a kindergarten teacher.  Do I look like a kindergarten teacher to you?”

He looked her up and down, focusing his gaze first on her cardigan and then on her old-fashioned bicycle.  “Miss Larkin suits you fine.”

Lucy didn't know whether to feel insulted or amused.  “So you'll interview the protesters?” she asked.  “If you don't know who they are, I bet you could find their names in the local paper.  There was a whole write-up about the rainbow crosswalk proposal.  Townsfolk didn't seem shy about voicing their opposition.”

“Thank you for the useful tip,” Detective Johnson replied, grabbing a card from his pocket and handing it to her.  “If anything else comes to mind, please don't hesitate to give me a call.”

“Is it okay if I text?”

“Absolutely not.”  He was serious.

“Oh.”  As he started to walk away, Lucy called out, “Hey, Detective Johnson?"  She followed him toward the Crowned Eagle Inn with her bicycle in tow, then said,"If you need any help with the investigation, I'd be happy to lend a hand. I just moved here and I haven't even started looking for a job yet, so my days are wide open."

Johnson looked at her skeptically.  "You're not a cop, Miss Larkin. You don't have any business getting involved in this."

Lucy stood her ground. "I'm a recent graduate with a marketing degree," she said.  "I might be able to help with the business angle of things.  You know, figuring out who stood to gain or lose from the crosswalk."

“Oh, well, a marketing degree,” the detective replied, keeping a straight face as he spoke.  “If you've got a marketing degree in your back pocket, then sure—you're on the case.”

Lucy grinned, ignoring the sarcasm those words were dripping with.  "Thanks, Detective!" she called out as she wheeled her bike in the opposite direction.  “You can count on me.”

She refused to acknowledge him as he called after her to ask if she knew the meaning of the word “irony.”

“You're not on the case,” he boomed across the intersection.  “You're off the case!”

Cupping her hand behind her ear, she mouthed, “What's that?  Couldn't hear you...”
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Chapter 5

Partners in Crime
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LUCY WAS ABOUT TO HOP on her bike and cycle home when she noticed a familiar face among the crowd.

“Breanna!” she called out, and waved.

The purple-haired barista looked up, her skin splashed with flashing police lights.  When her gaze locked with Lucy's, she seemed stricken, as though she'd mistaken Lucy for someone else, someone she was afraid of or didn't like.

“It's me,” Lucy said as she approached the barista.  “Lucy Larkin.  I'm new in town.  We met this morning, remember?”

“Sure I remember,” Breanna said, extracting herself from the small crowd that had formed around the caution tape.  “It's big news when someone moves to town, especially someone young. This place is becoming a seniors' village.  People move here from the city, but they're usually in their seventies.”

Glancing at the paper bag in Breanna's hand, Lucy said, “Don't tell me you're just getting off work now! What did you work, a twelve-hour shift?”

“One of the girls called in sick,” she replied with a shrug.  “Oh well. More tips for me.”

“What's in the bag?” Lucy asked.

Breanna didn't even seem aware she was holding it.  “Oh, this? I usually cycle to the local food bank at the end of the night and leave them our baked goods that didn't sell.”

“There's a food bank in this town?” Lucy asked, surprised.

“Yeah, sure.  Not everybody around here is made of money.  You've got your haves and your have-nots.  Not too many in the middle.”

“Your feet must be killing you, after working such a long shift.  I can drop off your donations, if you tell me where the food bank is.”

“Oh, I couldn't ask you to do that,” Breanna said.

“Why not?  I've got a bike.  It'll be easy.”

Looking relieved, Breanna said, “That would be amazing, actually.  But it's kind of complicated to get to.  Come back to the cafe for a sec.  I'll draw you a map.”

“Great,” Lucy said, just as the wind picked up.  Shivering, she added, “I wouldn't mind warming up for a minute.”

“Yeah, the wind gets kind of cold by the water,” Breanna agreed, nodding in the direction of the bay.

After Breanna had unlocked the cafe, Lucy wheeled her bicycle inside.  She didn't have a lock with her, and she didn't want it to get stolen. 

Breanna laughed and said, “You've been living in the city too long.  Nobody steals bikes in this town.  Nobody steals anything, as far as I know.  I stash my bike out back, but I never lock it up.”  Grabbing a napkin, Breanna began drawing a map to the food bank.  “I've cleaned up all the coffee stuff for the night, but I can make you a cup of tea.”

“That'd be great,” Lucy replied.  “Do you have Earl Grey?”

“You bet.”  She made her way behind the counter, where the hot water dispenser was located.  “I still owe you that latte from this morning,” Breanna added.  “I haven't forgotten.”

Lucy felt suddenly overtaken by shame. She was embarrassed that she'd come back to this very cafe to have a latte with Marcus after turning down the one Breanna had offered.

Breanna must have read her mind, to some degree, because the purple-haired barista asked, “Did you know Marcus well?  I saw you out here having coffee with him this morning.”

“I'm sorry,” Lucy bleated.

Breanna looked puzzled.  “Sorry why?”

“I don't know why.”  Lucy would rather not explain.  “I'm always sorry about everything.  And, no, I didn't know Marcus well.  I'd only just met him in the park when we came back here.  Did you know him?  You know his name, at least.”

“I only knew him to say hi, really.  He's a painter, has a gallery down the street.  Nice guy.  Super nice.  I kind of can't believe he's dead.  Even after seeing him in the street like that.. it doesn't feel like real life, know what I mean?”

Lucy nodded.

Breanna raised a takeout cup.  “Milk and sugar?”

“Yes and yes.”

As Breanna popped on a lid, Lucy remembered watching Marcus sip his coffee earlier that day.  She remembered that itchy feeling of not knowing what to say.  And then he'd told her he was meeting someone—meeting his partner, Joe.

“Do you know Marcus's boyfriend?” Lucy asked.

Breanna seemed taken aback as she set Lucy's Earl Grey on the coffee counter.  “I didn't know he had a boyfriend.”

“This morning he told me he had to go because he was meeting his partner, Joe.”

A glimmer of recognition danced across Breanna's face, and the barista laughed.  “Oh, he must have meant Joanne.  She's his business partner at the gallery.”

“Joanne,” Lucy repeated.

This new piece of information set Lucy's mind at ease much more than it should have, and she took a long, satisfying sip of tea.  “Is Joanne an artist too?”

“I don't think so.  She just runs the business end of things, from what I know.  Joanne Tate, I think her name is? Because I always thought it would be funny if they called it Tate Gallery instead of Briggs Gallery.  But they'd probably get sued, and I don't think they could afford it.  Their business is in enough trouble as it is.”

“What kind of trouble?” Lucy asked.

Breanna cocked her brow.  “I don't know, exactly.  You hear whispers, in a job like this—you get snippets of conversations, never the whole story.”

“But you heard their gallery was suffering financially?”

“That's what I heard, yeah.  I don't know if it's true.”

As Breanna explained the directions she'd drawn on the back of the napkin, a brilliant idea occurred to Lucy.  “Isn't it true that an artist's work goes up in value after he dies?”

“I think so.”  Breanna gave Lucy an odd look, as if to ask what this had to do with directions to the food bank. 

“If the art gallery was having financial difficulties and this partner, Joanne, was the one running the business side of things, then maybe Joanne murdered Marcus so his art would be worth more money!”

“Wait, what?” Breanna shrieked.  “Marcus was murdered?  I thought he was killed in a traffic accident!”

Lucy thought back to how Detective Johnson had reacted when his young officer had revealed the same news to her, and she knew she'd slipped up.  “Oops.  Forget I said anything.  Civilians aren't supposed to know about that, I don't think.”

“Civilians?” Breanna asked, seeming puzzled.  “What are you, FBI?”

“Nope,” Lucy replied, snatching the map out of Breanna's hand.  “I'm just a gal with a marketing degree who's about to solve a murder.”

“But you're going to deliver these baked goods to the food bank first, right?” Breanna asked, pressing the paper bag into Lucy's hands.

Placing them delicately into the bike's wicker basket, she said, “I'm going to deliver these baked goods, and then I'm going to solve a murder.”
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Chapter 6

Night Gallery


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


LUCY WOULD NEED TO buy two things when the shops opened the next morning: a bike helmet, and a light.  Serenity Bay wasn't exactly lit up like a birthday cake.  Once she'd turned onto the road leading out of town, there were no streetlights at all.  She was guided only by the moon and the stars.

It didn't make much sense to have a food bank that was so inaccessible, but when Breanna had gone over the map one last time, she'd mentioned that this service was not a public initiative.  It was privately run, by the co-owner of a local restaurant.  He saw a need and found a way to help the community with leftover food from his business.  Breanna seemed really impressed by his efforts.

Breanna also suggested they go for a bike ride sometime, which made Lucy a little bit nervous and a little bit thrilled.  She wasn't sure how long of a ride she was up for.  Her legs already felt like cooked spaghetti.  But she wasn't going to pass up the opportunity to hang out with the coolest girl she'd met in town.

Lucy wasn't far from Main Street when she noticed a gorgeous old house on her right: it was large and grand and had all those distinctive qualities that brought tourists to Serenity Bay.

If she hadn't slowed down to take in the grandeur of this historic home, she might not have noticed the sign that said Briggs Gallery.

This was the place Breanna had been talking about!  This was the gallery Marcus co-owned with the woman he'd called Jo: Joanne Tate.

Lucy took a sharp right and rode her bike up to the house.  Even the driveway was beautiful and lined with trees.  It led to a parking lot. 

Marcus's work must have been seriously sought-after, if he had a gallery so large.

When she'd chatted with him, Lucy had no idea she was speaking with a famous artist.  In the city, she'd met lots of people who called themselves artists.  Didn't mean they made much money from their endeavors.

Despite what Breanna had told her about bikes being safe here in town, Lucy wheeled hers up the ramp and onto the porch in front of the art gallery.  She wasn't afraid of it being stolen, this time.  She was more concerned that wild animals would come after her bag of baked goods.

The lights were on inside the house, but Lucy didn't figure that meant anything.  Businesses often left their lights on all night, in the city. 

When she peeked in the window to get a look at Marcus's art, she was surprised to see movement inside.  She wasn't expecting anyone to be in there.

And she definitely didn't expect to recognize the person she saw.

Well-dressed in a dark suit and heels, this woman had silky-smooth hair tied back in a ponytail so tight just the sight of it gave Lucy an instant headache. 

“Where have I seen you before?” she asked, without meaning to say the words out loud.

The well-dressed woman whipped her head around, turning her gaze toward the window.

Lucy panicked and dropped to the porch, knocking over her bicycle in the process.

“I know someone's out there,” the woman shouted, her voice cracking with nerves.  “Make yourself known or I'm calling the police!”

That's where Lucy had seen the woman: at the crime scene. She was crying while another woman led her away.

Before Lucy could collect herself, the woman opened the gallery door.  “What are you doing out here?  The gallery's closed.”

“I'm sorry,” Lucy yelped as she righted her bike.  “I was just on my way to the food bank and I saw your light was on.”

The woman's expression fell.  “Oh.  Well, I'll see what I've got in the cupboards, but I don't really keep much food here.”

“No, I'm not collecting for the food bank,” Lucy tried to explain.

She obviously wasn't doing the greatest job, because the woman looked at her as though she'd revealed a devastating secret, then led her into the gallery.  “I'll see what I can scrounge up, dear child.”

“No, I'm not—oh, it's nice and warm in here,” Lucy said, interrupting herself.  

“The winds can be brutal at night.  Not the best weather for cycling, but when bellies are empty I suppose needs must.  I have biscuits and such, crackers that I put out for gallery clients.  Can I interest you in a selection of the day's meats and cheeses?  They were sitting out most of the afternoon, but I don't suppose that'll put you off?”

Normally it might, but Lucy wasn't used to cycling and she'd worked up a bit of an appetite.  “That sounds great.  But, actually, do you have a bathroom I could use?”

“First door on the left,” the woman said, issuing her in that direction.  “Take all the time you need.”

This lady seemed to think Lucy was going to take a sponge bath in there. 

Lucy almost explained that it was just the cup of tea she'd had at Breanna's cafe catching up with her, but there didn't seem any point.  If this woman was Joanne Tate, Marcus's business partner, she certainly seemed to dig her heels into whatever idea came to mind.  She'd convinced herself Lucy was some sort of street urchin, and that was that.

When Lucy stepped out of the bathroom, the woman who might possibly be Joanne was nowhere to be seen.  

Lucy looked at the art on the gallery walls.  

She was no connoisseur, but this stuff wasn't at all what she was expecting.  When she pictured Marcus's work, she thought he'd be the kind of artist who painted huge canvases with splashes of red and black, angry silver cuts and golden jabs, really emotional stuff.

Many of the paintings on the walls were cutesy watercolors of wisteria-clad cottages, puppies and kittens, adorable children holding sprigs of lilac: just the sort of art you would expect in a town like Serenity Bay.

Making her way to a room toward the back of the gallery, Lucy came across art that starkly contrasted with the precious paintings she'd seen at the front.  This was the sort of stuff she pictured when she'd imagined Marcus as an artist: oil paint, thick impasto, passion and purpose.

“Oh, there you are.”

Lucy jumped when maybe-Joanne appeared behind her with a large wooden charcuterie board.

“I wondered where you'd gotten to.  Shall I put this tray on the red leather settee?”

She'd already done so by the time Lucy said, “That'd be great. Thanks.”

The woman set down the tray and then stepped back, as a zookeeper would after throwing fresh feed into the hyena den.  “You were admiring my collection, were you?  I don't supposed you get to galleries very often.”

“Not as often as I'd like,” Lucy replied.  She didn't want to make a pig of herself, but she'd never come across such a fine selection of meats and cheeses.  Once she started sampling from the board, she really couldn't stop.

With suspicion rising in her voice, the gallery lady asked, “Have I seen you somewhere before?”

“I don't know,” Lucy said, trying not to let too much food escape from her mouth.  It was too good to waste.  “Maybe at the crime scene earlier, where Marcus was killed?  I saw you there.  You were crying a lot.”

As if she were aiming to reenact the scene, this woman burst into tears.  The wail that came from her was banshee-level stuff.  Lucy wasn't expecting it.  She almost choked on her savory olive-studded cheese twist.

The woman took a tissue from her jacket pocket and sat on the white leather settee on the opposite side of the large gallery room.  “I'm sorry to be so demonstrative.  I'm not usually like this.”

“I believe you,” Lucy said, no word of a lie.  “Are you Joanne?”

The woman nodded.

“You were Marcus Briggs's business partner.”

Joanne wailed again, bringing another few tissues out of her slim jacket pocket.  It reminded Lucy of that trick where the magician pulls out dozens of silk hankies.  She wondered how many Joanne had stashed in there.

“I apologize for being so showy with my emotions,” Joanne repeated.  “I cared deeply for Marcus.  I simply cannot believe he's been murdered.  Who would do such a thing?”

“I don't know,” Lucy said, slathering a hunk of brie on a piece of prosciutto and rolling it up cannoli-style.  “The police are looking into it.”

Dabbing her eyes, Joanne said, “The police around her are absolute cretins.  They'll never find the culprit.”

“Sure they will,” Lucy consoled her.  That's when she remembered the gallery owner had a good motive for killing her partner.  “Is it true that an artist's work goes up in value after he dies?”

Sniffling, Joanne said, “That is true of big-name artists like Picasso or Modigliani. Much as I adored Marcus Briggs, his art did not measure among their ranks.”

“So the price of his paintings won't go up just because he's dead?”

Joanne let out another wail, and then sobbed into a handful of wet tissues.

“Sorry,” Lucy whispered.  “I just thought I heard somewhere that you were having financial problems with the gallery.  It would be a boon to the business if Marcus's art brought in more money.”

Joanne let out a painful-sounding hiccup, which seemed to stop the crying.  “The gallery's fiduciary troubles have long since been resolved.”  Cocking her head, she asked, “Who are you, exactly?”

Lucy gulped.  “I should probably get going.”  She reluctantly set down the tray of meats and cheeses, then attempted to surreptitiously grab a handful of each.  When Joanne turned to show her the door, Lucy shoved all that food in her mouth.

Big mistake.

“Wait!” Joanne called out, spinning around before Lucy could make it to the door.  “I know where I've seen you before.  You were having coffee with Marcus this morning.”

Lucy tried to respond, but she couldn't speak—not with her mouth full of quality meats and cheeses.

Joanna asked, “Were you seeing him?  Were you two an item?”

Lucy shook her head vehemently.  She'd watched enough cop shows to know that the victim's significant other was always the prime suspect.

Swallowing all that she could, Lucy said, “I only met Marcus today.  I'm new in town.  He bought me a coffee.  He was just being nice.”

Joanne's expression softened.  “Marcus was always a very nice man, very considerate of other people's feelings. He didn't deserve the end he met.”

That was something they could both agree on.
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Chapter 7

Bonfire of the Business Owners
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WHEN LUCY LEFT BRIGGS Gallery, the night felt colder than it had before.  If she hadn't promised Breanna she'd drop that bag of baked goods at the food bank, she'd have cycled straight home.  She longed to go back to her uncle's warm, cozy house and tell him everything that had happened tonight, but she wasn't far off now.  She couldn't abandon an important task like feeding the hungry. 

Taking a deep breath, Lucy hopped up on her bicycle and wove her way back to the road.

Not a single car passed her as she made her way to the address on Breanna's map.  Serenity Bay really lived up to its name, as far as traffic was concerned.

It wasn't far off midnight when she arrived at her destination.  As she rode up the driveway, Lucy caught the aroma of a bonfire.  Breanna had told her exactly where to leave the baked goods: in a secure box beside an outbuilding, so animals couldn't get at it.  When Lucy drew near to that spot, she heard the crackle of fire and voices barely above a whisper.

"I told you we should have been ready for this earlier," one man said, his voice low.

"We couldn't pull it off before now," another replied.  "But if the crosswalk project finally gets scrapped, our plan might be in with a chance."

Lucy's ears perked up.  She moved closer, trying to catch more of their conversation.

“What makes you think the crosswalk will be cancelled?” asked a woman's voice that sounded vaguely familiar.

“Stands to reason,” one of the men answered.  “They're not going to paint a rainbow on the spot where a man just died.”

“Unless they're trying to cover up Marcus's blood stains.”

At that, everyone in the group groaned and said, “Too soon!” or “Not funny!” or “Don't get morbid on us, Steve.”

A beautifully accented woman's voice asked, “How can you say such a thing, when a man has just died?  Do you have no heart in your chest?”

The man shot back with, “Learn to take a joke, Jovedi.” 

"Jovedi?" Lucy heard herself ask.

The fire pit fell silent, aside from the odd burst and crackle from its flames. 

Lucy knew the group had heard her.

“Who's there?” one man asked.

Another said, “Show yourself.”

She could have hopped on her bike, and she probably would have done it if she hadn't just heard a name she knew all too well.  There couldn't be many women named Jovedi in town.

Stepping from behind the outbuilding that had concealed her, Lucy looked to the faces around the fire.  She didn't recognize the men, but there were two women sitting side-by-side whom she'd have known anywhere.

Irene and Jovedi were the women Uncle Frank had sold his flower business to.  They'd moved to Serenity Bay from the city in order to take it over.

When Lucy's parents died, they'd provided all the flower arrangements for the funeral.  

Free of charge.

“Lucy?” Irene said, her prematurely grey hair glowing orange in the firelight.  “Is that you, honey?”

Jovedi peered across the fire and asked, “Lucy?  Frank's Lucy?”

The men spun around, staring at her. "You know each other?  Who is she?" 

They were obviously asking Irene and Jovedi, but Lucy decided to introduce herself, flashing her best stay-out-of-trouble smile.  "I only came here to drop off some baked goods for the food bank.”

“This is Frank Larkin's niece,” Irene clarified.  “She's a sweet girl.  Be nice, you jackals.”  To Lucy, she said, “Frank's been so excited about you moving to town.  You must have just arrived.”

“Just yesterday,” she agreed.

The mean man—Steve, was it?—said, “Food Bank bin is behind you.  Now, if you don't mind, we're in the middle of a meeting.”

“What kind of meeting?” Lucy asked.

The men hesitated, but Irene spoke up proudly. “All of us are business owners here in town. We don't always agree with town council, so we have these fireside huddles to discuss how we would run things, if it were up to us.”

“Like this cockamamie crosswalk," said the man named Steve. "We've been trying to get it canceled for months.”

Lucy's lungs turned to ice.  “Irene!  Jovedi!  How could you be against a rainbow crosswalk?  You're lesbians!”  Gasping, Lucy covered her mouth with both hands.  “I'm sorry!  Was that a secret?  I didn't mean to out you.”

The men around the fire laughed, and so did Irene. 

Jovedi smiled like the
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