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			Chapter 1

			Page hung up the phone and turned to her cousin. “You’ve really outdone yourself this time, Betsy Ross.” 

			“Aw, thanks for the compliment.” Betsy tossed her head, trying to loosen a damp curl on her forehead. She let the wooden spoon take another turn in the mixing bowl. Honey Bees Shop’s marble kitchen counter lay covered in a heavy dousing of flour. Ingredients for banana bread were lined up like soldiers. “Aunt Tilly always said I had a gift for doing the exceptional.”

			Page’s eyes narrowed. “It wasn’t meant as a compliment, and I don’t ever remember Aunt Tilly saying—oh, never mind. Do you know who just called?”

			“Of course, I know.” Betsy laughed. “I was standing right here. You were talking to Alice, the new owner of Three Fables Inn. Isn’t it nifty how she’s attracting small groups for long weekends?”

			“Real nifty. To continue—”

			Betsy jumped in. “Maybe Three Fables’ reputation for being a smidge haunted is only known here in Shell Isle. Or maybe some guests are into ghosts.” Betsy sprinkled pecans into the mixture.

			Page handed her cousin a loaf pan. “As I was attempting to say—”

			“Get this. Alice shared that she’d experienced another unsettling moment last evening while in the attic rummaging.” Betsy leaned toward Page and whispered, “She saw a shadow.” Betsy swallowed. “She said it moved.”

			Going along with her cousin’s attempt at distraction, Page replied, “Isn’t the inn like two hundred years old? It should have all kinds of creepy shadows and sounds, not to mention stories or fables.” Page grabbed a dish towel to wipe down the counter. “You’re very messy, Betsy. To get back to the subject of—”

			“I keep meaning to ask Alice the origin of the inn’s name. Three Fables. Most curious.”

			Page sighed and bit Betsy’s bait again. “I heard the name came from the original owner, who wrote the book The Three Fables. Now about Alice’s call—”

			“Despite the woo-woo doings, Ina Funk and I had a delightful lunch there earlier.” Betsy poured the batter into the pan and turned back to Page. “The lunch menu special is fire poblano peppers in the most amazing sauce.” Betsy closed the oven door and set the timer. 

			“Enough about the woo-woo and your latest love affair with a hot pepper. I want to know what Alice meant about having our final head count by five o’clock.” Page moved closer and lifted a spatula from the canister. She waved it toward her cousin. “My answer, if you please?”

			Betsy stepped back, grinning. “Now, Page, I can explain. You’ll be over the moon with what I’ve done to enhance our shop’s coffers. I acted on what you preach all the time.” 

			“Which is? Enlighten me.” Page didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm from her cousin.

			“I acted carpe diem. I seized the moment for our Honey Bees Shop’s greater good,” explained Betsy. 

			Page frowned, letting the worry take hold. “Spill the whole story and start at the beginning for a change.”

			Plopping down on the green metal stool, Betsy grabbed her hand fan and set it in motion. “These hot flashes need to end before I turn grey.”

			“I may turn grey waiting for an explanation. I’m listening but maintaining a big dose of skepticism because this is you up to something. I know it. Betsy, tell me why we care about a head count?”

			Betsy released a groan. “My surprise isn’t going how I planned at all. And this hot flash misery won’t leave me for five minutes of peace.” 

			“Enough about your flashes. Stop stalling. Maybe I should call Alice and have her—”

			

			“You don’t need to call Alice. I was building up for my ta-da.” Betsy lifted a toffee cookie from the cooling rack. 

			“You can eat that later.” Page grabbed the cookie and placed it back on the rack.

			Betsy’s eyes sparkled. “I’ve outdone myself by scoring our first catering job, and it’s at Three Fables. Get a load of my latest Best Betsy.”

			“What in all that’s holy is a Best Betsy? That’s a new one. My worry just amped higher.” 

			Betsy waved her hand dismissively. “Hush yourself. A Best Betsy means I’ve done the exceptional like Aunt Tilly always said.”

			“Stop channeling our Aunt Tilly and tell me what you’ve got us doing at Three Fables.” Page felt exasperation rushing through her mind to drain her emotionally. 

			“On Saturday afternoon, we’ll serve high tea to a small group of bestselling authors from England.” Betsy folded her fan but kept her satisfied expression.

			“You can’t be serious. Saturday, as in tomorrow?”

			Betsy bobbed her head and tried again for the cookie.

			Page snagged it and took a bite. “Honestly, Betsy, you live to give me a migraine. We’re supposed to discuss things regarding running Honey Bees.” 

			“And we usually do, but this was one of those moments to strike while the griddle is hot.”

			Page made a sound. “It’s ‘strike while the iron is hot.’ We can’t do this job. There isn’t enough time to prepare.”

			“Yes, we can. This catering gig will be a smashing success, and we will mingle with writers. Alice said they were arriving this afternoon. I wonder what they write. Very pip-pip books.” Betsy activated her British accent. 

			“Has it slipped your mind that we don’t know a lick about what makes for high tea and all the fancy cakes and sandwiches these tea aficionados will expect?” 

			Betsy pointed to her laptop. “I’m sure whatever we need to know is there waiting for a search. Besides, I dated this chef from Brighton years ago, and I picked up some tricks of the trade from him. I think his name was Rhys. No, that’s not right. It was Rory. Boy, did he ever have this annoying habit of using a pendulum to decide what to eat. Do you know—”

			Page lifted her hand. “Please spare me one of your past dating sagas. At fifty-something, I don’t know how there’s a man left out there you haven’t gone out with once.” Page finished the cookie and eyed her cousin. 

			“I’m ignoring that remark. We’re the same age and have the same birthday. You were fortunate to find a great fellow and marry once. My great fellow has yet to show.” Betsy’s voice held sadness.

			“You’re right. I was fortunate.” Page nodded. “To return to the subject at hand.”

			“Look, I’ve got it all sorted in my head. That’s another British way of speaking. I wish I had hailed from Oxford. I’d be ever so clever.” Betsy paused for effect. 

			“You’re clever enough. I can’t believe—”

			“Listen. We’ll come in super early tomorrow morning and prep. The hoity-toity tea isn’t until four o’clock. Relax. Ina’s agreed to help.”

			“Having Ina in the kitchen supervising gives me some comfort. Still, we don’t know what accompanies a proper English tea, although I’ve always yearned to attend one.” 

			Betsy reached for a notepad and pen. “It’s no big deal. First, we’ll make sure the crusts get trimmed from the bread. Then we create lovely little triangle sandwiches and dress them with what we wouldn’t eat, like butter and cucumber slices. Maybe a dash of hot sauce would jazz them up.” Betsy’s tone turned to cajole as she jotted a grocery list for Ina. “Simple as a crumpet.”

			A flicker of impatience shone in Page’s eyes. “So simple. Nothing to it, except we can’t possibly pull this off in less than twenty-four hours. I’ve always admired the British and their excellent manners. And that’s how I know we can’t possibly rise to this occasion. We lack their tea etiquette.”

			“We can and we will. Have faith. I’m sure Ina can guide us on proper tea brewing. She’s always got a cup of something in her hand. Come on, Page, it’s sandwiches and baby cakes. We put the hot water in a fancy floral kettle, toss in the teabags, and voila.”

			Page lifted her hands. “See? We’re already in trouble. Even I know it’s a fancy China teapot that serves the tea. The kettle is the tool you boil the water in.”

			“Right,” said Betsy, stretching out the word and nodding. “I got confused momentarily because Brits always talk about putting the kettle on. I love to watch any and all of their television mystery series. I’ve noticed the tea kettle gets activated a lot. Did you ever see the show—”

			“Are you done?” Page moved toward the kitchen door.

			“Not yet.” Betsy took the mixing bowls to the sink for a wash. “I’ve picked up some really good sleuthing tricks watching these shows, should we have the misfortune of getting another case. I’m so pleased we’ve had six blissful months without one of your inklings.”

			“All true.” Page adjusted her yellow apron. “Don’t jinx us by talking about my inklings. Listen, I need to get back to the sales floor and—”

			“We always end up in the thick of some sinister doings, with Detective Tanner delivering non-stop lectures. I hate his lectures about us being snoops. Don’t you, Page?” 

			“Enough of your deflecting jabber, Betsy. It’s not working on me.” Page paused. “I hear the customer’s bell jingling. We’ll continue this catering discussion later.”

			“You go take care of them. I need to mix another praline cake. Ina should return any minute, and I don’t want her fussing about the batter becoming too thick.” Betsy’s arms motioned at her cousin. “Skedaddle.” 

			As Page stopped to straighten a display of honey body lotions, the surprise of an inkling washed over her. “Betsy Ross, you called this to us,” Page muttered. The flushing sensation passed, but not the knowledge that a tragedy would soon befall someone. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			 

			Betsy emerged from the bakery’s kitchen wearing her signature yellow Honey Bees apron over a bright floral muumuu. She sashayed over to Page. “The table of new honey-whipped body butter jars looks so nice. You have a real knack for merchandising. I told Ina the other day that our shop has an eclectic vibe that customers love. And it’s all thanks to your talents that extend everywhere but the baking side. It’s okay because that’s where I shine.”

			“Puffing me with praise won’t work.” Page chose to keep silent about the fact that Ina’s baking skills allowed Betsy to shine. “You’re still in charge of this shindig at Three Fables. Our new partnership rule is that whoever agrees to a catering job runs it. That makes me the helper bee.” Page stood back, eyeing the stack of jars. Her hand adjusted the embossed sign describing the cream’s benefits. 

			“Fine. I shall rise to the task and accept your new rule.” Betsy lifted her once-pronounced chin. “You’ll be pleased to hear that Ina and I finished planning the menu. She’s buzzed to the market to purchase Darelene tea and the rest of the fixings.”

			A laugh escaped Page. “It’s Darjeeling tea.”

			“Right.” Betsy studied Page’s expression. “I can tell that you’re still chapped at me for agreeing to the catering job.” She handed Page two jars to add to the stack. 

			“I’m still chapped because it’s added stress to our already busy Saturday. Plus, I hate rising before the birds chirp to prepare for this tea party.” Page hung a satin ribbon with a tiny, gold spoon around a jar. 

			“That’s why I’ve brought a peace offering.” Betsy gave an impish smile. “Take the rest of Friday afternoon off. I’ll handle our customers while Ina bakes the tea cakes.” Betsy reached for the empty lotion box. “Go home, put on your favorite turquoise bathing suit, and get to the beach. It’s April and warm enough for lounging and wading.”

			Page turned to face her cousin. “Basking in the sun does sound nice. Know what? I’m going to say yes and thank you.” She’d avoided telling Betsy about her latest inkling. No point in awakening her cousin’s fretting. 

			“Hey, don’t forget to try out the new beach chair with the storage pockets for snacks.” Betsy’s mouth turned up at the corners. “Am I forgiven?”

			“Almost.” Page grabbed her straw handbag and headed toward the shop’s entrance. “Color me gone.” She heard Betsy’s footsteps and turned around. “What? You have more to say?” teased Page.

			“I always have more to say.” Betsy’s smile creased her face. “Tell you what. To guarantee I get out of Page Purgatory, I’ll swing by after closing Honey Bees and make us a nice dinner.”

			Page panicked at the thought of eating one of Betsy’s spiced-up meals. “You don’t need to fix dinner, though it’s a nice offer.” 

			“I do need to cook for us. I’m going to the market anyway to buy more ingredients for the finger sandwiches. I’ll grab the fixings.” Betsy bobbed her head. “I know. I’ll make my famous Sure-Fire Tacos.”

			Page touched her stomach, recalling how many antacids it took to put out the flames in her digestive system from Betsy’s last taco recipe. “Please, don’t worry about dinner. I’ve got a frozen pizza.”

			“No frozen anything for you. It’s Friday. Taco Night at Hibiscus Cottage. The cooking oracle—that’s me—has declared it.”

			Page pulled her last ace card and hoped for the best. “What about Andre? I thought you two went out on Friday and Monday nights since he’s off duty.” 

			“Yeah, that’s our usual, but your hunk of burning love, Detective Tanner, asked him to work tonight and take off a different day. That leaves me free to cook for us. We can use the time together to research the proper way to serve this fancy tea.”

			“Well, I suppose—”

			“My cupcake timers are chiming, and Ina’s banging on the back door.”

			“Okay, okay. I’ll see you later for dinner,” agreed Page, thinking her free afternoon came at a high price. 

			Betsy shouted back. “Don’t eat anything to spoil your appetite.”

			Page stepped outside and inhaled the salt air. In anticipation of the meal, she popped a tummy-settling peppermint into her mouth and crossed the street to her vintage British SUV. Shell Isle defined a sublime life, except when the inklings alerted that her sleuthing gifts were needed…like right then. 

			***

			As Page drove home, her eyes reflected on Shell Isle’s ever-changing vibe. The beach town had a knack for attracting its share of interesting and colorful residents. Boredom never described life at Shell. Betsy’s and her decision to make their move permanent had proven wise. They’d succeeded in finding their niche by opening Honey Bees. With their kids grown and scattered around the world, both found peace when it mattered most. 

			Page still experienced periods of missing her husband, Jeff, and their shared life. His passing cut a hole in her heart. The idea of marrying again held no appeal. Betsy’s story was different. Relocating to the beach allowed her to reset and move past her last failed marriage. Shell Isle served as their healing elixir, and most every day, the sun rose and brought them doses of joy. 

			In the short time they’d called Shell Isle their home, Page’s inklings had delivered three murder cases for her and Betsy to solve. The calling to use her unique gifts wasn’t optional. It had never been. She knew from years of experience that the first inkling signaled that a dark state of mind was stirring in someone. All she could do now was wait and see if the harmful thoughts shifted to actions. 

			Page parked in the cottage’s driveway. Her aqua eyes glanced next door at Detective Steve Tanner’s bungalow. Laughter bubbled out of her, seeing Barnacle gnawing on the red dinghy Steve had been working to restore. The spaniel lived up to his name almost daily. As for his owner, Page had succumbed to the attraction but maintained her strict emotional boundaries. She vowed that casual fun with the detective fit her lifestyle, and “no strings” was her mantra. 

			Steve exited the screen door carrying his yellow surfboard. His well-defined muscles flexed as he hoisted the board over his head. Page sighed and stepped out of her vehicle. “He and that stealthy black Navy Seal wetsuit will be my undoing one of these days.” Page waved and escaped inside her cottage before he could saunter her way. A dire need to locate one of Betsy’s flowered hand fans and down a glass of iced lemonade came calling.

			***

			Toting her lounge chair and bag down to the beach, Page noted the fluffy clouds hung like cotton candy, decorating the azure-blue sky. The sun competed for attention by sending warmth to those enjoying being by the water. The afternoon held promise. 

			Page kicked off her sandals and tucked them into her bag. She squished her toes in the warm sand as she walked. Freedom wore many faces, even if it was only going barefoot on a spring day. Page stopped to watch a sandcastle come to life under two young boys’ hands. “That’s quite a moat you’re building.”

			The towhead was the first to answer. “We’re filling it with water to make sure it’s….” 

			“To make sure it’s protecting the castle,” finished the other freckle-faced boy.

			“It looks plenty strong to me. See you guys later.” Page waved at their mom and, out of habit, continued to Betsy’s favorite spot. The lifeguard stand stood empty for another week until the season officially opened. Page chuckled, recalling her cousin’s constant flirting with whomever had the misfortune to get assigned lifeguard chair number eleven. 

			Her own misbehaving eyes searched for Steve amongst the surfers. His yellow board was easy to spot, bobbing over the ocean swells. At least she didn’t need to worry about him motioning her to swim out. He knew the chilly water temperature would keep her away. 

			Page grabbed a bag of chips, a ginger ale, and a gardening magazine from her tote, then settled into her chair. She listened to the sounds of the waves announcing their arrival on shore. Pelicans splashed down for a tasty fish, providing the background noise as minutes ebbed away. 

			“Hey, there.” Steve adjusted his surfboard under his arm.

			Page glanced up, using her hand to block the sun. “Hey, yourself, surfer dude.” The coal-colored hair and steel-grey eyes gave him an irresistible rakish look. Page swallowed, thinking no early fiftyish man should look so hot. Tall, dark, and too handsome described the ex-Navy Seal and FBI agent who’d traded the high-octane world of crime-busting for a quieter lifestyle at Shell Isle. Page ignored her mind’s chatter and found a few words to offer. “Despite the water temperature, you’ve got nicely formed waves out there today.” 

			Steve squinted at the ocean. “Yeah, but the current worked me over.” He parked the surfboard and swiped away the water cascading down his tanned forehead. “I gotta ask. How did you manage the afternoon off from Honey Bees?”

			“Easy. Betsy is in the doghouse with me. She agreed to have Honey Bees cater an afternoon tea party at Three Fables Inn without first discussing it with me. Setting me free to enjoy my beach chair was her attempt at doing penance and courting my forgiveness.” Page’s mouth turned up at the corners.

			“Did it work?” Steve peeked into Page’s tote. “Do you have a soda to share?”

			Page handed him a root beer. “Yeah, I can’t stay mad at her long, and she knows it.” Adjusting the straw hat to shade her face, Page watched as Steve drained half the can. 

			“I forgot how much I like root beer. Thanks.” He paused to take another sip. “At least Betsy’s finally moved into her renovated bungalow. You’ve got the cottage to yourself now.” 

			“That I do, except for your pal Barnacle paying me daily visits and bringing his latest excavated bone.” 

			“I’m sorry. Believe me, I’ve given Barn lectures on this matter, but he persists with his daily mission. Blame it on Betsy. She encouraged him while living there with you.” Steve wiped his hair with a beach towel.

			Page recalled feeling amused when Betsy had assigned Barnacle a seat at their table. “I love your pooch. He’s always welcome sans the bone.” 

			“And me? Am I always welcome?” Steve’s expression turned to teasing.

			“Hmm, I’d say most times.” Page watched as he placed his towel and waterproof-encased cell phone at the foot of her chair. 

			“Do you mind me resting here for a spell?” Steve lifted Page’s legs so he could sit. 

			Page shook her head, failing to ignore his touch. She grabbed her ginger ale and took a cooling sip. “I noticed some jellies on the beach. ‘Tis the stinging season.”

			“My wetsuit does a good job of protecting me from jellyfish. However, the two nurse sharks visiting out there sent me paddling to shore.” Steve waved to a surfer as he passed by. 

			Page gulped. “Two sharks? Tell me you aren’t going back out to surf.” 

			“I haven’t decided. The waves need to look more enticing.” Steve poked inside Page’s tote. “Chips? May I?”

			The flush of another inkling came to her. No, not again this soon. Steve’s voice called her back.

			“Hello? Me? Chips? Yes? No?” Steve waved his hand. “Where are you? Hang on. I know that look.”

			Page pulled a face. “Whatever are you going on about? I have many looks. Eat the chips.”

			Steve’s brows drew together. “This look I recognize. Tell me I’m wrong. You haven’t gotten one of your tinklings. Have you?” He popped a chip into his mouth. His eyes stayed locked on Page. 

			“For the zillionth time, they’re inklings and not tinklings. I swear you say that to get a rise out of me, Detective Tanner.” Page buried her face in the magazine before feeling it tugged away from her hands. 

			

			“Page?” Steve held the magazine hostage. “Listen, if you’ve had an inkling that something is going to happen here at Shell, I need to know. We’ve developed an understanding of working together. I expect you to deliver by being forthcoming with those intuitions. You succeeded in making believers out of Detective Koch and me, but we need transparency. Let’s try this again. Did you get an inkling?”

			“Okay, fine.” Page released a loud huff. “I hate it when you read me. It’s so annoying.”

			“Duly noted. Do continue.” 

			“I received one this afternoon. A slight one—ever so slight.” Page’s fingers signaled small. “And maybe another now, but mild. Nothing’s happening…yet.”

			Steve groaned. “Shell Isle was enjoying a quiet winter and early spring until you went and got an—”

			“An inkling. But maybe nothing will come of it. Maybe—”

			“Keep your maybes. After working on three murder cases that you and Betsy snooped your way into solving, I’m worried. Something’s going down soon.” Steve stood and grabbed his board.

			Page knew her words had robbed them both of a carefree afternoon. “Where are you headed?”

			“Back to the waves. At least those I can understand and predict. Would you keep a watch on my phone and towel?” 

			“For a price, Detective Tanner.” Page blinked at him, determined to restore the lighthearted mood they’d always enjoyed. 

			Steve tossed the empty root beer can into the nearby receptacle and returned. “Okay, I’ll bite your bait. What’s the price?”

			“You come to my cottage at six for Betsy’s Sure-Fire Tacos. I need help disposing of them. And bring Barnacle. He’s developed an iron constitution from eating her offerings.”

			Steve groaned. “My poor dog and I must suffer Betsy’s culinary debacles to spend time with you. That’s asking a lot, Sherlocka.” 

			The nickname bestowed by the detective had been activated. It signaled he was taking the new inklings seriously. “Surely you agree my delightful dinner repartee trumps your worry over Betsy’s flammable tacos. Do you want me guarding your phone and favorite towel or not?”

			Steve rubbed his chin, pretending to consider. “Well, I did trade on-call nights with Andre so I could go cheer for my buddy at this evening’s Shell Isle Sailing Regatta. Say you’ll accompany me, and Barn and I will act as the taco disposers.”

			Page shoved her hand toward Steve. “Deal. When can we escape taco hell for fun?”

			“Excellent. We’ll flee hell at 1900 hours.” Grabbing his surfboard, Steve moved toward the beach.

			“I don’t need your retired Navy Seal time. I need it in my time!” shouted Page, realizing he didn’t hear her. She’d have to look up 1900 hours on her cell phone. Her pulse gave a little jump thinking about sailing with him on Carpe Diem. Maybe now that the weather was warming, she’d finagle another sailing invite. The thought caused happiness to awaken her traitorous hormones.

			Page reached for her phone and deciphered the 1900 hours as seven p.m. Her fingers punched in Betsy’s number. “Hi, Bets. I hope you don’t mind, but I invited Steve and Barnacle for tacos. I wanted to let you know before you stopped at the market.”

			“No problem.” Betsy’s voice sounded pleased. “I know how much Steve enjoys my culinary gifts. And since I moved into my place, he and Barnacle are undoubtedly in a constant state of longing.”

			Page choked on her drink. Only her cousin could spin such insane cooking yarns. 

			“Are you okay? You’d better have your bottom in the beach chair.” Betsy’s tone booked seriousness. 

			Giving one last cough, Page replied, “I’m fine. The liquid went down the wrong way. I’m in the lounger with a gardening magazine.” 

			“Hey, is our cute lifeguard—”

			“No, Betsy. Next week, the guards return, and you’ll have your ogling eyes activated.” Page looked skyward. “And one more thing. Steve and I must leave a little before seven to attend a sailing regatta.”

			

			“That works. It slipped my mind that the Mermaids are bowling tonight. Ina reminded me before she left. I’m closing up a tad early. All the special orders have been picked up.”

			“So, okay. See you in a little while. Count on me making our salad tonight.”

			“Nope. My menu’s all planned. Just make sure you’re hungry.” Betsy hung up. 

			Page sat plotting how to survive dinner until the words of a younger couple parked under a nearby umbrella caught her attention. Another inkling arrived—it was time to pay attention.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Hearing the couple say the name Three Fables Inn and the way anger colored their words had Page lean back in her chair to hear more. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the young woman arranging her lounger to capture more of the sun’s warmth. The fellow sitting next to her was fiddling with his phone. 

			“James, please stop playing the game and listen to me.” She positioned herself in the chair. “I get so tired of competing with your screen.”

			“You’re so bossy, Mara. Okay, fine.” He tucked the phone in the chair’s pocket. “Convince me you’ve got us on track.”

			“I’m telling you, Three Fables is the inn. I know I’m right. Don’t you dare say a word about what happened at the last stop.” 

			Her hair color rivaled Betsy’s recipe for ‘Beets Alive,’ a dish that Page had suffered through the previous week. The curly mop was secured in a topknot by a large clip. Square sunglasses hid her eyes, but not the bright-orange lipstick. The beach coverup print was loud enough to attract sharks to shore. Just stealing a glance her way threatened a migraine. 

			“Are you listening to me? Stop watching the bikinis.”

			James gave a disgusted groan. “What makes you so sure it’s Three Fables? How about the B&B up the coast listed as Three Keys?” James’s voice grew louder, competing with the waves.

			Page took stock of his size when he stood. One word described the red-faced guy’s body frame: lanky. Page stole another glance at his face, bare of sunglasses but not of anger. Both young people appeared to be in their early twenties. 

			“No, the job ad was at Shell Isle,” replied Mara. “It’s either the Three Fables Inn or The Mint and Buckle B&B, but I’m telling you it’s the Fables place.”

			James paced around their chairs. “You messed up everything when you lost the report. We can’t risk the repercussions by asking for a copy.”

			“Nothing is messed up. I didn’t lose the report. I misplaced it because you never clean out the car.” Mara waved her hand dismissively. “Look, I only got a chance to read the first paragraph before you insisted that we stop for hamburgers at that disgusting diner. At least I remember she’s running an inn at Shell Isle and has posted two job openings. It’s made things easy. It’s the Mint or Fables. And I say it’s the latter.” Mara reapplied the bright lip gloss and made smacking sounds. 

			“Okay, we’ll play it your way. So, what’s our plan? Just show up saying we’re here to apply for the front desk and housekeeping jobs?” James’s expression looked resigned. 

			“Yep. And we’ll make sure to confirm her name. After that, it’s as simple as eating apple pie. I’m telling you, if we succeed at this assignment, we’ll soon be back having all the bread we need. We only need to play our parts super chill.” Mara patted the empty beach chair. “Settle down. We’ll head over to the inn once you get it together.”

			“I’ve always got it together. It’s you—oh, forget it. Let’s do this now.” James tossed his towel over his shoulder and folded the chair. “Besides, Shell Isle isn’t my kind of beach. I’ve got my eyes on another place once we get what’s promised.” His face wore a bored expression. 

			“Okay, Mister Beach Snob. You’d better land this job. I won’t clean rooms while you sit at some tiki bar downing rum swizzles.” Mara handed James her chair to carry and brushed the sand off her purple sandals. Unable to maintain balance and strap them on, she tucked the pair into a plastic bag. 

			Page watched as the two trudged toward the beach access ramp. She wondered why they insisted on working at Three Fables and what that missing report was about. They lacked maturity and definitely needed the money. Should she interfere with Alice’s innkeeping by saying something? What would she even say? Maybe I’m reading too much into their exchange, but the inkling had to mean something. Page opened her magazine, releasing a heavy sigh. The answer waited in the future. She suspected her peaceful life would become topsy-turvy again soon.

			***

			“Here I am at last.” Betsy deposited the grocery bags on the kitchen island and exhaled loudly. Her eyes surveyed the pots and pans inside the cabinet. “Lucky for us, I’ve cooked many a meal in this kitchen while I waited for the perfect bungalow to call my name.” 

			Page emptied the contents of the first grocery bag and felt anxious thoughts flush heat to her cheeks. What role would marmalade and radicchio play in a taco? “Yeah, lucky ducky me.”

			Betsy cut her eyes over to Page. “Do I detect sarcasm?”

			“Never,” joked Page. She lifted a plastic bag containing something curious. “What’s—”

			“Don’t touch that without protection.” Betsy grabbed the sack away. “It’s a special treat for our taco night. Since Steve asked to dine with us, I wanted to jazz things up.”

			Page watched as Betsy used a clean dishcloth to free the chilies. 

			Lifting one by the stem to admire it, Betsy explained, “This is a ghost pepper. Bet you’ve never tasted one.”

			Panic set in, seeing Betsy’s hand dangling the igniter. “Um, no. You know very well that I’ve never taken to hot peppers—”

			“Until I introduced you to so many delightful chilies. You liked the Grim Reaper Salad I made for us. Remember?” Betsy turned on the faucet and deposited both peppers in the colander. 

			“I remember that particular pepper.” Page recalled she and Steve had chewed antacids for a week. “What can I do to help?”

			Betsy pulled out the salad ingredients. “Here you go. Make us a lovely salad to go with the special dressing I’m preparing. It’s a new Bets recipe. I call it—”

			“No, don’t tell me. You should announce it at the dinner table.” Page reached for the colander and rinsed the lettuce. At least she could enjoy the expression on Steve’s face when he faced whatever bowls and platters made it to the table. Finishing the salad, she placed it on the table, awaiting the toss of the mystery dressing. “Done. What else can I do?”

			Betsy dumped the remaining taco ingredients into a skillet and turned the burner on high. “Disappear to the porch. You know I like to have my big reveal. Wait. There’s Steve’s knock. Tend to him while I tend these Sure-Fire Tacos.” Betsy licked the spoon from the pot she’d stirred. “Not quite right. Needs more fire and maybe anchovies to salty it up.” 

			Page made a face as she opened the door. “No anchovies. Hey, Steve. Hiya, Barnacle.” Page reached down to rub the dog’s velvety ears. “Come on in, guys. Betsy wants us seated at the porch table for her serving event.”

			Steve entered, bringing his grin and dog. “Something smells…hot.” He craned his neck at the cooktop as he passed by the kitchen. “Hi, Betsy. Please, go light on the fire for me. I have to work tomorrow.” 

			“Very funny. You’re an ex-Navy Seal. You can eat rattlesnakes and tree bark if you have to.” Betsy waved a spatula. “My little extra zest is tame compared to what you’ve ingested in the wild.” 

			“Sure, but none of it was ever doused with enough hot pepper sauce to ignite an—”

			“Stop it, you two. Come on, Tanner. I’ll pour you a cool, refreshing iced tea.” Page tugged on his sleeve. “Maybe you can tell me about the regatta we’re attending.”

			“Sure. You’ll soon see some impressive sailboats. We’ll make it a brief visit, as these things can last until late. Enough said there.” Steve leaned in and whispered as they entered the porch. “Did Betsy ruin the tea with some flavoring like her pineapple-chocolate syrup again?” 

			Page shook her head. “Nope. I made the tea.” 

			Steve and Page took their seats and stared at the liquid in the pitcher. 

			Barnacle sat in the empty chair and whimpered, noting his owner’s worried face. 

			“Sorry, I guess she sneaked in whatever makes tea blue. This addition doesn’t bode well for dinner. I’ll slip back into the kitchen and get extra napkins to stash food.” Page rose.

			“And count on me treating us to a frozen coffee with extra whipped cream after we pretend to eat whatever hellfire is brewing in those pots.” Steve looked over at the beefy bone on Barnacle’s metal plate. “Trade ya, buddy.” 

			“Hey, maybe the Fates will pity us, and the tacos will turn out edible. We must cling to hope at all costs.” Page’s eyes sparked. Steve Tanner’s magnetism kept proving irresistible. She enjoyed their banter, among other things.

			“So far, these Fates have been MIA for us. But okay, I’ll cling along with you.”

			Page spied Betsy bringing a platter of tacos and her proud smile. “Battle stations.” She could only hope it applied to tacos and not more inklings.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			The Perk Coffee Shop kept later hours on Fridays and Saturdays. While the espresso machines hissed, the trio of musicians let their smooth jazz flow. A quiet group tucked in the corner played bridge. A young couple studied a jigsaw puzzle and sipped their frozen-coffee confections. The patrons seemed uncharacteristically subdued to Page as she and Steve waited for their turn to order. 

			“The regatta was the perfect outing. Thanks for inviting me. It makes me miss sailing.” Page adjusted her handbag strap.

			“We’ll get out on the water soon. I promise.” Steve pulled Page in for a quick hug. “Coffee is a great finisher since the tacos turned out to be a pleasant edible surprise.” Steve cut a sideways smirk at Page. “And best of all, you’re buying.”

			“Yeah, and I want a closer look at the coin you tossed.” Page studied the menu for a moment before turning to the barista. “I’d like a frozen Love Ya A Latte. And what’s your pleasure, Detective Tanner?” 

			Steve’s eyes gleamed in merriment. “Ah, the barista doesn’t need to hear my answer. You shouldn’t taunt a detective.” 

			Page smacked his arm. “Enough. Decide on your coffee.” 

			Turning to the young woman, Steve read the selection board. “Let’s keep it easy. Double the order.”

			“Here’s the money. I’ll go claim a couple of chairs for us.” Page waved to Mickey, carrying a tray of beverages and muffins to the bridge players. He’d proven a loyal friend, supplier of Honey Bees nectar of the gods, and the best town gossip two sleuths could hope to have at their sides. 

			Page paused, considering where to sit. A nudge to sit near the group of six at a large table had her move in that direction. Choosing two wingback chairs upholstered in orange plaid, Page settled on the one closest to the chattering. Her curiosity made her tune into their dialogue. 

			A rail-thin brunette woman who appeared forty years old, but likely owned fifty, was speaking. Her charming British accent made the letter U sound like ooo rather than uh. That clued Page that she probably hailed from Yorkshire. She exuded an air of authority. Page noticed that the other three women and two men showed disinterest in what was being said. 

			“I thought since we’re tucked in at Three Fables and enjoyed a light supper, it would be nice to share a pot of tea at Shell Isle’s local coffee house to round out the evening.”

			On cue, Mickey’s tray delivered a floral teapot, matching cups, and a plate of cookies. His offer to pour was rejected by the one leading the conversation. Mickey bestowed a wink to Page and returned to the bar. 

			Pretending to act engrossed in her phone screen allowed Page to eavesdrop without drawing their attention. They had to be the same British authors attending Saturday’s tea party. Page watched the cheery-faced leader pour the steaming brew into waiting cups. She loved listening to their accents and envied their writing gifts. 

			“To press on, as your editor, I think we should have a nice sharing. I’d like each of you to tell the others what projects you’ve been involved in since we last gathered. Shall we? Evelyn, let’s start with you.” The editor blew into her cup before taking a dainty sip. 

			“Me, Fiona? I don’t wish to go first. I know how everyone always reacts when I share my book sale numbers and grand successes. We all know I’m the topper.” Evelyn reached for a cookie. 

			“Why must you always delight in flaunting your standing amongst us? How you achieve those numbers is questionable at best. Giveaways and hocus pocus sales numbers are what I think.” The wearer of a flamboyant hat and strings of colorful beads stirred cream into her tea. Her frizzy, bleached-blond hair failed to touch her fuchsia jacket’s collar. The deep lines edged around her mouth showed that bitterness had been a long companion and gave her age away.

			“Ruby, do hush your ridiculous prattle.” Evelyn narrowed her eyes at the editor. “Fiona, really, this is all quite tiresome. Can you hurry this soiree along? I’m knackered from the time change and prefer my room.” Cherry-red manicured nails stroked a sizeable, pear-shaped diamond pendant resting against her too slender neck. The author’s dark auburn hair was swept into a bun so
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