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      “My neighbor is dead,” Laura said.

      It was a strange way to begin a phone conversation, even for my flighty best friend. Trained by my Southern mama to always be polite, even to crazy people—plentiful in my home state of Florida—I replied, “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      “You shouldn’t be.”

      “What are you talking about?” I turned down the volume on my TV, thinking perhaps I’d misheard. Laura’s exemplary manners wouldn’t normally condone gloating over death. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “It means there’s a house available in my neighborhood,” she said.

      Comprehension finally dawned. Laura had been urging me to move closer to her ever since my divorce. She lived a short walk from the beach in a community called Harbor Shores. The neighborhood was located east of Florida’s Coastal Highway A1A (a most desirable spot), but the homes were priced within the means of young families. An available home there was a rare find. My humble townhouse, crowded with my treasures from the estate sales I frequented, didn’t have a yard for my dog. Getting to walk him on the beach every day and living closer to my best friend would be a dream come true.

      “If the owner is dead, who’s selling it?” I asked.

      “His daughter. She works for some big bank in Charlotte, and she has no intention of coming back to Florida.” She sounded out of breath, and I pictured her on the stair-stepper she kept in a spare bedroom, knowing that she devoted a large portion of her day to exercise. Laura’s life as a wealthy, suburban housewife was very different from my workaday existence. She belonged to the Costa Verde Women’s Club, volunteered for charity committees, served on her neighborhood HOA board of directors, and had lunch at The Club with her other friends. She’d always been the more outgoing of our unlikely pairing from the first day we met at Florida State University fourteen years ago, when I’d shown up at our dorm with my poster of Albert Einstein and found she had already selected the best side, decorated it in pink, and invited our new suitemates over for a tour.

      “How do you know so much about the dead guy’s daughter?” I asked.

      “Folks around here like to gossip,” she replied. “I heard about it from a neighbor during our morning power walk.”

      Despite our dissimilar natures, Laura had been there for me when I lost my little sister and the bottom dropped out from under my world during our freshman year, and the experience bonded us for life. I would do anything for her, but tonight all I wanted was to chill out on the sofa with Hopper, my sweet-tempered bulldog, and watch Antiques Roadshow. A real estate opportunity provided by untimely death did not entice me at that moment.

      A disturbing question popped to mind. “He didn’t die in the house, did he?”

      She paused before responding. “I’d prefer not to answer that question.”

      I felt my stomach clench. “Laura!”

      “A home health aide visited every day,” Laura clarified. “She found him.”

      “Still.” I shook my head, trying to rid it of the image.

      Laura huffed, “Emma, come on. He won’t haunt the place.”

      “I hadn’t even thought of that, but now I am.” How depressing, dying alone with only the visiting nurse to find you. I surveyed the living room of my townhouse with its mismatched furniture I’d been so pleased to find. It was a single person’s home, and I realized grimly that I was a future candidate for such an end. Hopper, the only male I’d ever invited into the house, curled up on top of my feet and burped loudly.

      “You’re missing the point, Emma,” Laura continued, still huffing along on the exercise machine. “This is your chance to buy a home in Harbor Shores. We can walk on the beach every morning. Think of how much Hopper will like that!” She paused before adding, “Once you’re in, you can back me up by volunteering to serve on the homeowners’ association board of directors.”

      Ah-ha. I knew she had an angle in there somewhere. “Volunteering is your thing, not mine. I don’t want to snitch on my neighbors.”

      “You won’t have to. The management company does that. Anyway, I’m the president,” Laura pointed out. “I set the tone, and it’s a very cool, laid-back board of directors.”

      “There is no such thing.”

      “Excuse me? I’m on it! Are you saying I’m not cool?”

      “I’d prefer not to answer that question. Anyway, maybe it’s too much trouble to move.”

      “You said you wanted a bigger yard for Hopper, and I want you to live closer to me. Is that so bad?”  

      I sighed. Laura gave me guilt trips so often I had frequent flyer miles, but she was right about needing more space for the dog. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves, anyway. How much do they want?”

      “My neighbor, Sophie, is a real estate agent. She told me they’re going to open it up to bidders on Monday. You have to act now, or someone will snap it up.”

      I sat up straighter. Hopper opened one eye to make sure I wasn’t going anywhere without him—like the kitchen. “I don’t know if I want it yet. Who knows? It might be infested with termites.”

      “You can make an offer that’s contingent on inspection. You need to see this place right away.”

      “When is the open house?”

      “There won’t be an open house. I told you, people are lining up with bids. Someone else will snap it up. Sophie told me that a couple who currently rent in the neighborhood are planning to make an offer above market value.” 

      “You expect me to make an offer on a house I haven’t seen?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, I can get you in tonight. You can look inside and make the first offer sight unseen. But, you will have seen.”

      “Tonight?” I twisted in my seat to look at the clock, and, in the process, disturbed my furry foot warmer. He snorted, then scratched at the lap blanket until it fell onto the seat cushion. He proceeded to tug and nudge it into an acceptable shape before turning around in circles and settling down on top of it. “It’s after nine o’clock. How do you plan to do that?”

      I heard an electronic beep as she slowed down her machine. Her voice became clearer. “A couple of years ago, when he was in the hospital, his daughter gave me a key so I could water the plants. I still have the key.”

      “I’m not sure that’s legal,” I said.

      “I think it’s a gray area.”

      “I think it’s breaking and entering.”

      “Right. We should do it at night.”

      “Should we synchronize our watches?”

      My sarcasm whizzed past her undetected. “Good idea. Meet me at my house at ten o’clock. Wear black.”

      “You are certifiable. Do you know that?”

      “Of course. That’s why we’re friends.”

      “Just like Thelma and Louise,” I said, but she’d already hung up.

      As I took Hopper on his last walk of the night, I debated what to do. Laura could be very persuasive. Back when we were college roommates, she talked me into all kinds of crazy things, but we always had fun. Once, we dumped red dye in Westcott Fountain at Florida State. It was supposed to honor the school colors of garnet and gold, but the result was gory. The dye stained our skin, so we were literally caught red-handed. Still, Laura’s adventures were always fun, and I’d never learned how to say no to her. So, after I’d taken care of Hopper, I changed out of my favorite pair of comfy pants and dressed entirely in black. What could go wrong?

      Feeling like an idiot in my ninja wear, I showed up at Laura’s house at ten o’clock. She answered the door sporting an animal-print shirt she usually reserved for Jaguars football games.

      I cocked my head. “Why are you wearing that?”

      Smoothing the front of her shirt, she replied confidently, “Camouflage.”

      I sighed. “Let’s get this over with before we get arrested.”

      The late August humidity lingered. A trickle of sweat traced its way down my back. The night air rang with the high-pitched hum of katydids and crickets. I slapped at a whining noise near my ear. Laura led me through darkness punctuated with the feeble orange glow of streetlights.

      “It’s one of the closest to the beach,” she whispered as she pointed to our destination.

      In the dim light, the vacant house had an ominous aura. The dark windows gaped like empty eyes. My heart began to race. I stopped walking.

      “I’m having second thoughts about this, Laura.”

      She ignored me, leading the way past the overgrown lawn through a tunnel of hedges flanking the front door. The jungle-like shrubbery blocked any moonlight and hindered Laura’s initial efforts to insert the key. The keychain jangled as she fumbled with the key. I swiveled my head, checking for nosy neighbors. Swiping upward on the screen of the phone clutched tightly in my hand, I activated the flashlight.

      “Turn that off,” she hissed. “Someone will call the police.”

      I wiped my sweaty palm on my pants and turned off the light. “Come on, Laura,” I wheedled. “Let’s forget about this.”

      A click and a squeak of the door hinges answered me. Laura crossed the threshold and fumbled for a moment, searching for a light switch. Suddenly, she tumbled forward into the darkness and squealed.

      Quickly, I reactivated the light and aimed it at the foyer. Laura lay sprawled atop a dark lump on the floor. I quickly realized it wasn’t a lump. It was a body—the body of a woman. Long strands of red hair splayed out in the puddle of blood beneath her.

      Suddenly spotlighted, Laura scrambled to her feet, squealing, “Ohmygod—ohmygod—ohmygod.” A large splotch of blood stained the front of her shirt. She peered down and started to breathe so rapidly I thought she might hyperventilate.

      My head spun. A coppery smell wafted out through the doorway. I focused on my phone, trying not to faint. “I’ll call 911.”

      “Wait.” Laura grabbed my arm. “Think about what this looks like.”

      My finger stopped before sending the call. “Are you suggesting we turn around, lock the door, and pretend we never saw anything?”

      “I don’t know. Just let me think.” She ran both hands through her blond hair, transferring a streak of red to one of her curls.

      “Who is that? Do you know?”

      “Yes, I know her.”

      At that moment, headlights illuminated the driveway. A police cruiser pulled to the curb. Laura’s eyes met mine, wide with panic. The car doors opened, and a cop got out, brandishing a flashlight. He swept it across the front of the house. The beam stopped when it spotlighted us. He took in the sight of Laura covered in blood and went on high alert.

      “Sheriff’s Department,” he shouted. A second officer emerged from behind him. “Let me see your hands. What’s that in your hand?”

      “Just my phone. I’ll put it away,” I said, reaching toward my pocket.

      “Freeze! Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “Officer, we were just checking on the house,” I babbled. “My friend has a key. We walked in and found that. She tripped.”

      I turned to Laura, but she remained silent, frozen in the beam of his flashlight like a deer—a deer wearing an animal print and a large bloodstain.

      Struck by the coincidence of a policeman showing up so quickly, I asked, “Why are you here?”

      “We received a report of an intruder in a vacant house. You’re both under arrest.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Laura’s husband, Jack, drove us home from the police station. A huffy silence hung in the car like a bad smell. I pushed the hair out of my eyes and realized the smell was real—the musty odor of the holding cell clung to my clothes and hair.

      Laura turned and beamed at me, oblivious to the tension inside the vehicle. “Now we’re truly sisters—jail sisters.” They’d taken her bloody shirt for evidence and given her the top from a set of khaki prison duds.

      I squinted at her. Exhaustion overwhelmed me, draining away my usual sarcasm. From my spot in the back seat, I caught sight of my reflection in the rearview mirror. A nimbus of tangled, dark-brown hair framed my pallid face, and my gray eyes were bloodshot with fatigue. I longed for a shower and clean clothes.

      Jack spoke for the first time since leaving the police station, his voice startlingly loud. “What were you thinking? Why go look at a house in the dark?”

      “It seemed urgent,” Laura said. “Someone else might buy the house before Emma.”

      He grunted. “I imagine the price will go down now that it’s the scene of a murder.”

      She reached over and squeezed his arm. “You know how to spot a silver lining.”

      He grunted and lapsed back into silence.

      I stared out the window, worst-case scenarios filling my head. How fortunate the murderer had been so kind as to leave the body right inside the doorway. I had not entered the property, nor had I touched anything. I was simply in the wrong place at the worst possible time. My best friend’s situation seemed less certain.

      Jack dropped me off at the curb in front of my townhouse. As I shuffled up the walkway to my home, I sighed with relief. Laura’s neighborhood no longer felt so desirable.
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, my doorbell rang. Through the peephole, I saw Laura standing outside, and, after a moment’s pause, I opened the door.

      “I brought a peace offering,” Laura said, holding up a bottle of wine.

      I squinted at the label. “Isn’t that the brand that’s ‘buy one, get one free’ at Publix this week?”

      Abashed, Laura hid the bottle behind her back. “Can I come in? Please?”

      I gave a long-suffering sigh but stepped aside and led the way to the kitchen table where we had shared many secrets and best-friend talks. It was only because of our long history that I was willing to let her back in. This was the worst mess she’d gotten me into, ever. I dug in the drawer for a corkscrew and retrieved two glasses before joining her at the table.

      I filled mine to the rim. “I can’t believe you got me arrested.”

      “Not really,” she said, reaching for a glass. “No charges were filed. We literally stumbled across the body.”

      “You did,” I corrected.

      Her eyes widened. “That reminds me. Do you have any club soda? I really loved that shirt.”

      I shot her a level look and took a swig of wine before speaking. “What did Jack say when you got home?”

      After her first sip, she wrinkled her nose. “Oh, he chewed me out for a full hour. Said he couldn’t believe I got myself arrested on his poker night.”

      “You think he was upset about the poker?”

      “I guess not.” She chewed her lower lip, considering. “Well, maybe a little.”

      “Did you get a phone call from that detective today?” I had gotten a call of my own, and I wanted to compare notes.

      “Yes.” She swirled her wine and watched it spin. “He warned me the investigation would be ongoing, and that even though they couldn’t hold us, we’re still suspects and shouldn’t go anywhere.”

      “He told me that. Tried to scare me. Even though, technically, I wasn’t inside the house, I’m still a ‘person of interest.’ He also said if I had any additional information I wanted to share, I should call him.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Additional information? After all that grilling last night, he still thought you were holding back?”

      “I got the feeling he was trying to get me to give him more information about you. A divide and conquer routine. I told him I still didn’t even know who the dead woman was.”

      She took another sip before replying, “Her name was Rose Martin.”

      I examined her face, which was suddenly grim. “I thought the house was supposed to be vacant. Do you have an idea what she might have been doing there?”

      “Snooping, probably. She was a professional busybody. We called her Nosy Rosie. Constantly interfering in everybody’s business. She was the president of the HOA for a long time. Before I challenged her for the position, that is. She hated me.”

      “Why?” Laura had many friends. This was the first I had heard of an enemy.

      “I unseated her as president. She assumed she’d be president of the board forever, but I decided to challenge her for the seat. The neighborhood held an election, and she lost. Rather than take it graciously and continue to serve as a volunteer, she quit. Left the board in a huff. She never forgave me.” Laura hesitated, glancing out the window into my tiny backyard. Bumblebees investigated a hanging basket filled with bright yellow moss roses, the only flowers able to withstand the late summer heat. She seemed to gather herself before speaking again. “You’re mad at me right now, and that’s understandable, but I need your help.”

      I took her hand. “You know I’ll always help you. What do you need?”

      Her green eyes were pleading. “Everyone is going to think I did it. Because she hated me, and I hated her back. We had some very heated, very public arguments. That’s motive, right? But you know I didn’t do it. So, I thought you could help me figure out who really did it.”

      “Sure, we can do that.” I patted her hand. “Just let me go get Scooby, and we’ll hop in the Mystery Machine.”

      “I’m serious, Emma. My neighbors are already staring at me when I go outside. But you’re a neutral party. I can introduce you to them, tell them you’re thinking about moving into the neighborhood. One of them might be the murderer. You can get a read on who it is because you’re so intuitive.” She gave me an imploring look.

      “Not that intuitive. I let you talk me into breaking into a house and ended up in jail.”

      “I promise to make that up to you, Emma.”

      I pursed my lips and examined her skeptically.

      “Please. You’ve got to help me.”

      I sighed, remembering all the times she’d helped me in the past. I owed her. On top of that, my innate pragmatism told me we’d never be able to move past this until the real killer was caught. The previous night had been one of the worst of my life, and I was eager to put it behind me forever. “What’s your plan?”

      She smiled at me triumphantly. “I want to introduce you to my neighbors at the block party on Friday night. That’s where we’ll find Rose’s enemies.”

      “Won’t they think it’s weird, me showing up at one of their parties? I’ve never met your neighbors.”

      “Why is that weird? I’ve never met your neighbors, either. Have you even met your neighbors?” Laura, an extrovert, had never accepted my introverted ways.

      I crossed my arms defensively. “I’ve met the ones with dogs.”

      She cocked her head. “Do you know their names?”

      Counting on my fingers, I replied, “Coco, Rocky, Milo, Daisy⁠—”

      “Not the dogs’ names!” Laura sighed heavily, directing a puff of air upward and dislodging a curl that had fallen over one eye. “This is why you need to move closer to me. You never go out of your way to meet anyone.”

      Not wanting to repeat a conversation Laura and I’d had many times before, I deflected. “Why do you assume the people in your community are Rose’s enemies?”

      With a careless shrug, she said, “When Rose retired, she turned her energy to remaking the neighborhood in her image, and a lot of people resented it. Come with me on Friday. I can introduce you and tell them you’re thinking of buying a house.”

      “Seems tacky to have a party right after one of their neighbors was murdered.”

      She smirked. “What better opportunity to gossip?”
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      On Friday night, I pulled into one of the parking spaces near the community clubhouse, turned off the ignition, and sat in my car, thinking. There was still time to leave. An enormous privet hedge blocked the view of the entrance, and no one had seen me arrive. As I stared out the windshield, a knock on the passenger window made me jump. I turned and found Laura waving and smiling maniacally. Perhaps an insanity plea was the way to go.

      As I stepped out of the car, the humidity smothered me right before Laura did. “I can’t thank you enough for doing this.” She squeezed me tightly. “I know how much you hate small talk.”

      “No big deal,” I mumbled into the cloud of her curly blond hair.

      “It’ll be great having you by my side. Jack never wants to attend these neighborhood parties. He’s such a fuddy-duddy.” Laura linked her arm through mine and led me through the double doors of the clubhouse into a large, open room filled with groups of people making polite conversation. The back wall was lined with windows overlooking a patio surrounded by lush, tropical foliage and a lap pool glowing blue with underwater lighting. A high ceiling soared above, crisscrossed with wood beams. An imposing Spanish-style wrought iron chandelier loomed overhead, providing tastefully dim lighting, while music played from hidden speakers. On one side of the room stood a table laden with food. On the other, a full bar beckoned, complete with bartender.

      Laura pulled me toward the bar. “Come on. Let’s get you a drink. Our neighborhood likes to party. These people even bring booze to the annual Easter Egg Hunt.”

      While we waited for our drinks, I evaluated the crowd. Some had gray hair and wore brightly colored resort wear. Others appeared to be middle-aged, casually dressed in T-shirts and shorts. Nearby, a couple of young mothers wrangled small children, trying to tempt them with offers of chicken nuggets and cookies. Conveniently positioned near the bar stood the women without children. Each held a glass of chardonnay. In their matching uniform of coiffed blond hair, Lilly Pulitzer sundresses, and Tory Burch sandals, they brought to mind The Stepford Wives.

      After we visited the bartender, Laura led me toward the Sundress Squad and proceeded to interrupt their conversation. “Hey, ladies! This is my friend Emma. She’s thinking about buying a house in Harbor Shores.” The women all smiled politely. Some raised their glasses in a toasting gesture.

      I nodded and smiled. “I think I met you last winter at Laura’s thirtieth.”

      Laura made an exasperated noise. “Let’s forget about that party. I know I have. Will you excuse me for a moment?” Laura promptly abandoned me, leaving me struggling to remember their names and hoping they’d reintroduce themselves.

      “I’m Miranda,” the tallest blonde obliged. “I think I missed that party.” Her hair added an extra two inches to her already considerable height. As the apparent leader of the couture cadre, she motioned toward her companions, who bobbed their heads on cue. “Perhaps you remember Ellen and Sophie.”

      “Don’t you live nearby, Emma?” Ellen asked. The shortest of the trio, she wore her hair in a bun reminiscent of Tinker Bell.

      I nodded. “I own a townhouse near South Beach shopping center.”

      “West of A1A?” Miranda’s tone curdled the words, making the question sound more like near the dump?

      I resisted her attempt at intimidation. “Yes, but it’s on the Intracoastal.”

      Sophie visibly perked up at my words. “I’m a real estate agent, available to help you if you’re selling.” She produced a business card, seemingly from midair.

      I took the card to be polite. Beneath her name and company logo it read, Happiness resides at the beach. I raised an eyebrow—my default expression. Laura always accused me of being a cynic (while warning me I’d get wrinkles above that eyebrow if I didn’t lighten up). “I’m not sure happiness has an address.”

      “I can’t say that this neighborhood is always a happy place.” Miranda gestured at her surroundings with one ring-laden hand. “Things have been rather eventful around here lately.”

      Recognizing an opportunity to probe for information, I spoke up. “Such a tragedy. Was she a friend of yours?”

      “Oh, dear, no. I doubt she had any friends around here. She was not an easy person to get along with.” Miranda took a sip from her glass of white wine.

      “Really? What did she do?”

      “She was constantly finding fault with her neighbors, reporting them for minor infractions of neighborhood rules. Once, my stepson left his car parked on the street in front of our house, and she called the towing company. She knew very well whose car it was. Such a meddlesome woman.” She patted her poufy hair as if to calm it down.

      “Miranda, you shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,” Ellen said in her girlish voice.

      “Why not? She did nothing but speak ill when she was alive. Remember the Simpsons’ dog?”

      “Nobody could prove she ran over him on purpose,” Ellen murmured.

      Miranda flicked her hand dismissively. “He only had three legs! How fast could he be?”

      “She did complain a lot about him pooping in her yard.” Ellen shook her head. “Poor guy lived next door and probably couldn’t walk any farther than her yard.”

      I coughed as the sip of cocktail I’d just attempted to swallow jumped down my windpipe instead. When I’d regained control, I asked, “Wasn’t she on the HOA board? If she was so mean, how did she get elected?”

      Miranda shrugged. “No one else wanted the job, I suppose. And, certainly, no one wanted to stand in her way.”

      A statuesque woman with dark, flowing hair plowed through the crowd like a masthead on a ship, complete with a proud, perky bosom. She held up a dish in her hands and said brightly, “I made vegan quinoa cookies!”

      “Step aside for the stampede,” Miranda muttered.

      “Lovely,” Ellen said. “Emma, this is Francesca Rinaldi. Emma is considering moving into the neighborhood.”

      Francesca shook my hand with a firm grip. “How wonderful. You will love it here.” She had deeply tanned skin and a melodic accent.

      “Have you lived here long?” I asked.

      “I moved here from Italy ten years ago. Do you have children?”

      “No, just a dog.”

      “That’s nice,” Francesca replied a little condescendingly. “What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a web developer. How about you?”

      “I am a fitness instructor. I teach a class on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays, at my house.”

      “Don’t you mean in your driveway?” Miranda said with a sneer.

      “Yes, we need space to do the exercises,” Francesca replied, crossing her sculpted arms. “It is quite intensive. A boot camp.”

      Sophie covered her mouth and whispered in my ear, “My husband told me it looked more like a booty camp.”

      Miranda gave Francesca a scornful look. “Didn’t the HOA tell you to stop the class because you couldn’t run a business out of your house?”

      “They tried. Rose Martin tried hardest of all. She rallied neighbors against me, to vote in the next meeting,” Francesca said with a dark look on her saturnine features. “Rose claimed it was against the bylaws.”

      “Running a business in your front yard?” Miranda said.

      “There is no rule in the HOA covenants that states I can’t operate a home business,” Francesca said emphatically. “Sophie, as a real estate agent, don’t you have an office in your home?”

      “That’s different,” Sophie said, sticking out her freckled chin.

      Francesca threw her hands up in the air. “I don’t see how. And don’t you host a book club at your house, Ellen?”

      “Yes, she does,” Miranda interjected. “What’s your point?”

      “People complain because the women in my class park their cars on the street, but I imagine there are many cars in front of your house when you host your book club.”

      “I guess that’s true,” Ellen admitted.

      “Not at all,” Miranda objected. “A book club is totally different.”

      “Yes, it is different. This is my livelihood! They tried to take away my job.” She thumped her hand against her sternum. “More than my job—my identity.”

      “Francesca, I would never complain about you having that class,” Ellen said in a conciliatory tone of voice.

      “I know you wouldn’t, Ellen. I didn’t mean to get so… irritata,” Francesca said, taking a deep breath that lifted and lowered her irri-tatas. “I’m just making a point.”

      “Yes, I believe you made it,” Miranda said. “At any rate, I imagine that complaints to the HOA management company will decline sharply now that Rose Martin is gone.”

      Ellen’s eyes widened. “Miranda!”

      Miranda shrugged and took another sip of her white wine.

      Laura finally returned and pulled on my arm. “Sorry, ladies, I need to steal Emma. I want to introduce her to a few more people.”

      As she directed me away, I whispered angrily at her. “Why did you abandon me? Those women are vicious.”

      “Since we’re looking for a murderer, it seemed the best place to start. Did you learn anything?”

      “Everybody hated Rose Martin.”

      “We knew that.”

      “Miranda seems to carry an extra helping of hatred.”

      She clenched her fist and bumped me on the arm. “I knew it!”

      “Laura, don’t be ridiculous. We don’t know anything yet.”

      Laura pulled me toward a cluster of folks engaged in a heated discussion. We joined them and listened.

      “That Gus Redding has got to go. He’s been coaching for three years, and for three years, they’ve missed out on the championship.” The tall, muscular man removed a Seminoles hat from his bald head and dabbed his forehead with a napkin.

      “He’s rebuilding the offense,” said another man with a deep Southern accent. “It all depends on the freshman class. He’s a good recruiter, but it takes time to build a team after you lose a quarterback like Marcus.” The Southern guy had a handsome, friendly face, a deep tan, and brown hair that curled over his collar.

      A petite woman laid her hand on the bald man’s arm in a calming gesture. “Three years isn’t that long, Ed. Give him a break.”

      “Nobody could ever hope to live up to Bobby Bowden,” I interjected. I regretted my boldness immediately when all eyes turned toward me.

      “Truer words were never spoken,” said the good-looking one. He held out his hand. “Sam Turner. Are you new to the neighborhood?”

      With his gaze fixed on me, I noticed his brown eyes fringed with dark lashes. I shook his hand, which was rough and warm. “No, I’m here with my friend, Laura.” I glanced around only to find that she’d abandoned me again. We were going to have a serious talk later.

      He squeezed my hand before releasing it. “So, you’re an FSU fan?”

      “Ten years ago, it delivered me a best friend. I’m a fan for life.”

      “Oh, we just missed each other. I was in law school by then.” He gestured to the couple he’d been debating. “Have you met Ed and Mindy yet?”

      “No, I haven’t.” I extended my hand to the woman. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Emma.”

      Mindy smiled and took my hand but barely squeezed it. She was petite, and standing next to her hulking husband made her appear even tinier. She had shoulder-length brown hair and a gingham shirt that made me think of Mary Ann from the Gilligan’s Island reruns I’d loved watching on TV Land after school. “Are you visiting Laura from out of town?” she asked.

      “No, I live in town. Laura is trying to convince me that I need to move to this neighborhood, though.”

      “Well, Harbor Shores is a lovely place. I’d have to agree with her. In fact, the house next door is for sale.” She pointed at the Mayhew home.

      Ed gave her a sharp look. “I’m not sure that one’s available at the moment.”

      Mindy covered her mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.” She searched my face, obviously wondering if I’d heard the news.

      “Yes, that’s the one Laura was trying to talk me into. I don’t think I’m interested anymore. Did you know the victim?”

      Mindy nodded, but Ed cut her off before she could reply. “Yes, we all did. I don’t know what she was doing in that house. I heard she was stabbed. Maybe she interrupted a robbery?”

      “Was anything stolen?”

      Mindy shrugged. “Phillip Mayhew was wealthy. His daughter had been preparing for an estate sale. He had a lot of expensive things. The operators of the estate sale had already done an inventory.”

      “We don’t know anything about it,” Ed said sternly. He shook the ice in his glass, which was empty. “I need another drink. Come on, Mindy.”

      “Nice meeting you, Emma.” Mindy meekly followed her husband who’d already headed toward the bar with long, determined strides. Her little legs struggled to keep up with him.

      Ed and Mindy’s departure left me alone with Sam Turner. “So, FSU, huh? What did you major in?” He raised his beer to his lips.

      I noted the absence of a ring on his left hand. “Computer Science. You?”

      “Law.”

      “Oh? What kind of law do you practice?” I asked, keeping my tone casual.

      “Criminal. How about you?”

      “I’m not a criminal,” I said quickly.

      He laughed. “I mean, what do you do?”

      Inwardly cursing my Freudian slip, I felt my face grow hot. “I’m a web developer. It’s boring, actually. Are you the kind of lawyer that defends people or the kind that puts them in jail?”

      “I’m a defender of the innocent. And, sometimes, the guilty.” He shrugged. “But I try not to ask.”

      “Ignorance is bliss?”

      “Something like that. I just do my job, try to put up the best defense I can mount.” He lifted his strong chin. “Everybody has the right to a competent defense.”

      “I guess that’s true.”

      “Enough about me,” he said, waving his beer bottle. “Tell me about you. Are you originally from here?”

      “Nope. I grew up near Clearwater. Got a job in Jacksonville right out of college. Been here ever since. You?”

      “Nah, I’m from Cairo, Georgia.” He pronounced it kay-row. “’Bout an hour north of Tallahassee.”

      “You didn’t stray far from home,” I said.

      He nodded. “True. My dad had just passed when I was a senior in high school, and I wanted to be close in case Mom needed me.”

      Instantly charmed, I inclined my head and smiled. “That was considerate of you.”

      He tipped an imaginary hat to me and grinned. “Thank you, ma’am. I do try.”

      His gaze softened, encouraging me to continue.

      “My sister, Sarah, passed away while I was a college freshman. She was younger than me, still in high school. She was very athletic, good at everything, particularly basketball. She collapsed during a game due to an undetected heart defect.” I wondered why I was confiding in him so quickly, but he remained intent, so I went on, “It was devastating. So unexpected. I wanted to come home, but my parents convinced me not to.” I broke away from his sympathetic gaze and searched the area for Laura. I spotted her across the room, talking to one of the young mothers. “Laura was my freshman roommate. At first, we didn’t seem to have that much in common, but Laura was so supportive when Sarah died. She got me through it. I probably would have flunked out if it weren’t for her. She got me out of bed and made sure I went to class. Even wrote a paper for me, but don’t tell.” I laid a finger across my lips.

      He mirrored my gesture. “My lips are sealed.”

      Ed and Mindy returned. Ed had a fresh drink in his hand but the same grim expression on his face. With a twinge of regret that the one-on-one with Sam had been interrupted, I made an attempt to draw them back into the conversation. “So, Mindy. Tell me more about the estate sale. How did you hear about it?”

      “I’m friends with Phil’s daughter, Alice. She was in town last week to sort through all his things. She invited me over to see if I wanted anything. A few other neighbors too, I think. Alice has her own place up in Charlotte. She told me she didn’t need any more furniture. Just sorting through the keepsakes, finding mementos, and getting rid of the rest.” Mindy leaned forward and smiled brightly. “Do you like estate sales? I love them.”

      “Me, too,” I said. “I like to look for quirky salt and pepper shakers.”

      Her obvious interest in the topic made Mindy’s speech speed up. “Every Friday, I check out the estate sale listings. This is Florida, after all. There are estate sales all the time.”

      “Do you collect anything in particular?” I asked.

      “Honestly, I enjoy peeking in other people’s houses more than buying things. Costa Verde has some really beautiful homes.”

      I nodded. “You can tell a lot about the people who lived there by the things they collected.”

      Ed grumpily said, “Our house is full enough of geegaws as it is.”

      Mindy lightly smacked his arm. “Oh, hush.”

      “Did they list the estate sale at your former neighbor’s house already? Before the body turned up, I mean,” I clarified.

      “Yes, come to think of it. Wonder if they’ll take it down? Alice said she was in a hurry to get the house emptied and sold. Guess they’ll have to postpone the sale now.”

      “I would think so.” I made a mental note to check out the listing when I got home. It would have been smarter to attend the estate sale without resorting to breaking and entering. Leave it to Laura to pick the complicated route.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, she reappeared by my side. “Emma, come over here and try this seven-layer dip. It is to die for.” She waved at Sam, Ed, and Mindy, and pulled me away toward the food table. “Find out anything new?”

      “How can I, when you keep yanking me away from people?”

      “We need to circulate if we’re going to interview everyone.” She glanced around furtively. “I feel like people are looking at me like I’m guilty. They might talk to you more if I’m not right beside you. Did you find out anything yet?”

      “Mindy told me the house had been inventoried for an estate sale. Maybe whoever killed Rose also stole something that could be tracked down?”

      “That’s an interesting idea.” Laura handed me a small plate laden with multicolored goop: guacamole, cheese, beans, and who knows what else. Four other things, I supposed. I grabbed a tortilla chip and dipped it in the goop. It was indeed tasty.

      A tall, thin woman wearing a shirt that advised us to choose happiness joined us at the buffet table. “Is that Kristin’s seven-layer dip?”

      “Hi, Carly,” Laura said. “Have you met my friend Emma? She’s thinking about moving to the neighborhood.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Carly said. “We have such a fabulous community. You’d love living here. Say—were you the friend who was with Laura when she stumbled over Rosie?”

      I’d been wondering when someone would put that together. “Yes, I am, unfortunately.”

      “What was it like? What did you see?” Carly had an avid expression on her thin face. She put a chip in her mouth without taking her eyes off me, as if seated in a movie theater, riveted by the show.

      “Not much. It was dark. As soon as it happened, the police showed up and locked us in the back of their car.”

      “That’s it? How about you, Laura?”

      “When I unlocked the house—Alice gave me a key, you know—I couldn’t find the light switch. I stepped forward while running my hands along the wall, and I couldn’t see what was in front of me. I tripped over Rose’s body. There was a lot of blood.” Laura’s voice faded off as she remembered. “The police said she’d been stabbed.”

      “Do you remember how she was positioned? Was it like she was running away from someone?” Carly the Curious asked.

      Laura examined her memory, her expression distant. After thinking for a moment, she spoke. “I think she was facing up. But all the blood was spreading out from underneath her body.”

      “So, someone stabbed her in the back?” Carly chuckled. “That’s appropriate.”

      Someone called Laura’s name. She looked around to locate the source, who proved to be a short, round, gray-haired woman, vaguely resembling a Russian nesting doll. Laura waved enthusiastically. “That’s Bina. Let me introduce you. Excuse us, Carly.” Laura led me to the little round woman and bent to give her a hug. “I didn’t see you over here. Have you been here for long?”

      “Oh, you know me. I’ve been tucked over here in the corner, listening to all the gossip.” Bina’s blue eyes sparkled in her wrinkled face. “Lots to talk about.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Laura said. She pulled two chairs to the corner where Bina sat. “I want you to meet my friend, Emma. I’ve been trying to convince her to move here.”

      “Now’s not the best time to be promoting our quiet little seaside town. Not so quiet these days.”

      Laura leaned forward in her chair. “Bina, you’ve been here longer than anybody I know. What can you tell us about Rose?”

      “Fetch me another drink, and I’ll come up with something.” She held up an empty glass.

      Once Laura had brought her a glass of wine and a small plate of appetizers, Bina started. “I was here, back in the early days of the neighborhood. I remember how they made certain their house looked different from all the others. Put up an arbor on the front, painted everything a different color. She always wanted to stand out, but she wanted everyone else to blend in.”

      “Her husband?” I asked. “No one mentioned her husband.”

      “Their marriage ended long ago, no more than five years after they moved here. She got the house, and we haven’t seen Paul around here since then. They never had children. I wonder what will happen with the house now?”

      Laura nudged me with an elbow. “Guess that’s another one for you to consider, Emma.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Great idea. Instead of reading the real estate listings, I should have been reading the obituaries.”

      “Sounds like Brooklyn,” said Bina. “Rent-controlled apartments are hard to come by.”

      “Whatever works, I guess.” I shrugged. “Do you remember where her husband went after they split up?”

      “No idea. I think they were originally from up north. Possibly, he went back there.”

      “Or, possibly, she buried him in the backyard, but—” Laura raised an admonishing finger. “Not without submitting a request for a landscape alteration with the architectural committee.”

      Bina chuckled. “The divorce surprised everyone. They seemed like the perfect match. Both were unfriendly. Always complained about children playing in the neighborhood, blocking the streets with their games, leaving their toys out. And they didn’t like dogs, either.”

      I winced. “I’ve heard all about that.”

      “I used to serve with her on the HOA board of directors,” Bina continued, shaking her head. “She tried to pass rules about unsupervised children and pets. Lumped them together like that.”

      Laura’s nose wrinkled with distaste. “That’s crazy.”

      “That’s Rosie,” replied Bina. “There was some talk of her misusing HOA funds. She never thought she needed prior authorization for anything. Board meetings were battlefields when she was president.” Bina reached over and patted Laura’s knee. “Then you came along, and the War of the Roses really began. Everyone was tired of her ways, but no one was willing to stand up to her. I think maybe you didn’t know better, little Laura. Didn’t understand what you were getting yourself into. But when you defeated Rose for president, I worried she’d find a way to get back at you somehow.”

      “Oh, she tried. She left me the most hateful messages. It was serious enough to call it harassment, but Jack convinced me to leave it alone. He’s not much for confrontation.”

      “I don’t blame him. I’ve been keeping my head down myself ever since my term on the board ended.” Bina patted Laura again. “I felt a little bad for abandoning you there.”

      “Don’t you worry about that.” Laura placed her hand over Bina’s. “You did your time.”

      “Speaking of time,” Bina said, looking at the gold watch on her age-spotted wrist, “I think it’s my bedtime.”

      Laura helped her out of her seat. “Why don’t we walk you home?”

      “That would be lovely.”

      We flanked Bina as we exited the party, with the crowd parting for the tiny, rotund woman as if for royalty. I noticed a couple of people looking from Bina to Laura with concern. Laura kept a smile on her face and her hand on Bina’s elbow. She shoved the double doors of the clubhouse open and took a deep breath. The humidity enveloped us like a damp towel.

      Human sounds faded behind us as we made our way down the street under a moonless sky. Sparse streetlights emitted pale orange light, barely keeping the oppressive darkness at bay. The night air hummed with a symphony of croaking frogs and chirping insects in the nearby wooded area. An owl hooted loudly, and another responded with harsh, screeching notes. Finding a dead body had made me jumpy. Despite the humidity, I felt a chill. As I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, my skin felt like gooseflesh beneath my fingers.

      Laura’s voice penetrated my growing unease. “Bina, where’s Hugh tonight?”

      “Oh, his arthritis is acting up, so he stayed home, but I didn’t let it hold me back. Thank you for walking me home. Can’t be too careful after a murder occurs around the corner.”

      “I still can’t believe it.” Laura’s curls glinted in the dim lights, bouncing in time with her steps. “Murder is something that happens in big cities, not here in Harbor Shores.”

      Bina clucked
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