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  Chapter 1

  
  




An Unexpected Homecoming

Frankie Marlowe stares at her phone for the third time in ten minutes, reading the same text message that brought her speeding back to Harbor Haven after five years away. Meredith’s dead. Something’s not right. Come home. – Aunt Ginny

The familiar salty breeze whips through her open car window as she turns onto Harbor Street, and suddenly she’s seventeen again, walking hand-in-hand with Dean Whitaker down this very street after homecoming, both of them convinced they’d never leave this tiny New England town. Now, at thirty-five, with her journalism career in Boston hitting a frustrating plateau, Harbor Haven’s quaint charm feels less like the trap she once thought it was and more like a question mark she’s not ready to answer.

Marmalade, her golden retriever mix, sticks his head out the passenger window, tongue flapping in the wind. “Well, boy, we’re back,” Frankie says, scratching behind his ears. “Try not to dig up anyone’s prize-winning petunias this time. Or any old memories.”

Marmalade woofs in response, as if to say he makes no such promises about either.

The Salty Scone comes into view, its cheerful yellow exterior now draped with black ribbons. Frankie’s chest tightens. Meredith Caldwell had been Aunt Ginny’s best friend since high school, the kind of woman who remembered everyone’s birthday and never let anyone leave her coffee shop hungry. She’d also been there for Frankie during those tumultuous teenage years when everything felt like the end of the world after her parents passed away in a tragic accident.

Frankie parks outside the Victorian house she knew as home, the one Aunt Ginny inherited when Frankie’s grandmother passed. The purple door still clashes spectacularly with the mint green shutters, and the garden gnomes still wear tiny seasonal outfits. Today they sport miniature black armbands.

“Frankie!” Aunt Ginny bursts through the front door before Frankie can even grab her suitcase. At sixty-eight, Ginny Marlowe is a force of nature wrapped in flowing scarves and optimism. Today’s scarf is subdued—only three colors instead of her usual rainbow explosion. “Oh, honey, you came! And you brought Marmalade!”

“Of course I came.” Frankie accepts the vanilla-and-lavender-scented hug, noting the worry lines creasing the corners of her aunt’s eyes. “Your text sounded urgent. What did you mean, something’s not right?”

“Inside first,” Ginny says, ushering them through the door. “We have much to discuss, and I’m not the only one who’s had some interesting timing lately.”

The house looks exactly the same—overstuffed furniture in jewel tones, bookshelves crammed with mysteries and romance novels, and approximately forty-seven coffee mugs scattered across various surfaces. What’s different is the tension radiating from Aunt Ginny, who’s never been good at keeping secrets.

“Ginny,” Frankie says slowly, settling into her favorite armchair while Marmalade explores the house. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Well, it’s just…” Ginny fidgets with her scarf. “You’re not the only familiar face who’s decided to come home recently.”

Frankie’s stomach drops. “Please tell me you don’t mean—”

“Dean Whitaker arrived back in town three months ago to take over the Maritime Museum when old Mr. MacFarland retired.” Ginny’s voice is carefully neutral, but her eyes are watching Frankie’s reaction with the intensity of a hawk spotting prey. “Just thought you should know before you run into him at the grocery store or something.”

“Three months ago,” Frankie repeats. “And Meredith died when?”

“Tuesday night.”

“I meant, when did she start acting strange?”

Ginny’s expression sharpens. “About a month ago. Why?”

“Just curious about timing.” Frankie’s journalist brain is already cataloging coincidences, but her heart is doing something more complicated. Dean Whitaker. In Harbor Haven. After all these years of carefully not thinking about him, he’s here.

“Is that why you really called me home?” Frankie asks. “Some matchmaking scheme involving Meredith’s death?”

“Frankie Marlowe!” Ginny looks genuinely affronted. “Meredith was my dearest friend. I would never use her death for matchmaking. Though,” she adds, settling into the opposite chair with her own cup of tea, “I do think it’s interesting that you both chose now to come home.”

“I didn’t choose anything. You called me.”

“And yet you came running the moment I did. After five years of finding excuses not to visit.”

Frankie opens her mouth to argue, then closes it. Ginny has a point, and they both know it.

“Tell me about Meredith,” Frankie says instead. “What made you think something was wrong?”

Ginny’s expression grows serious. “She’d been acting worried for weeks. Kept looking over her shoulder, jumping at small sounds. She mentioned finding something that ‘changed everything,’ but when I pressed her for details, she got all secretive.”

“What kind of something?”

“She wouldn’t say. But there’s more.” Ginny leans forward conspiratorially. “Her recipe box is missing.”

“Her recipe box?”

“That red tin box with all her grandmother’s recipes. She guarded those like state secrets, especially the blueberry scone recipe that made The Salty Scone famous. Never went anywhere without it. But Sheriff Parker says it wasn’t in the shop or her apartment.”

“Maybe she had it with her when she died?”

“She died in her sleep, honey. In her own bed. Why would she have a recipe box in bed with her?”

Frankie sips her chamomile tea, mind racing. “Did you mention the missing box to Sheriff Parker?”

Ginny’s expression suggests what she thinks of that idea. “Ellen Parker couldn’t find clues if they were gift-wrapped with a bow. She’s already calling it natural causes, case closed.”

“But you don’t think it was natural.”

“Frankie, I knew Meredith for over fifty years. She just had a physical last month—clean bill of health. And she was excited about some research project she was working on with the museum’s new curator.” Ginny pauses meaningfully. “That would be Dean, by the way.”

Of course it would be. “What kind of research project?”

“Something about the old Pilkington family donation. You remember, Captain Jeremiah Pilkington’s descendants finally donated all his papers and artifacts to the museum. Meredith was helping catalog everything.”

“And she found something in the donation that worried her?”

“That’s my guess. She kept muttering about how ‘some people aren’t going to like what history reveals’ and how ‘the truth has a way of surfacing whether folks want it to or not.’”

Marmalade chooses that moment to trot into the room carrying one of Aunt Ginny’s fuzzy slippers, tail wagging proudly.

“Marmalade, drop it,” Frankie commands, grateful for the distraction from thoughts of Dean Whitaker and whatever he might know about Meredith’s mysterious research.

Marmalade sits and tilts his head, the slipper still dangling from his jaws like a furry pink trophy.

“He’s just saying hello,” Ginny laughs. “Those slippers have survived worse than dog drool.”

As if to prove her point, Marmalade gently places the slipper at Ginny’s feet and looks up expectantly.

“Such good manners,” Ginny coos. “He’s going to be spoiled rotten before the week’s over.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Frankie sets down her teacup. “So what’s the plan? I assume you didn’t call me here just to tell me Meredith died of natural causes.”

“I want to look through her things. Especially at The Salty Scone. If she found something that scared her, she might have hidden it there.”

“Breaking and entering?”

“I prefer ‘concerned friend with spare key knowledge.’” Ginny’s smile turns mischievous. “The question is, are you willing to help?”

Frankie thinks about her stalled career in Boston, her empty apartment, and the growing certainty that something brought her back to Harbor Haven for a reason. Maybe it was Meredith’s death. Maybe it was Dean’s return. Maybe it was just time.

“When do we start?”

“Tonight, after dark. Less chance of running into anyone we know.”

“Like Dean Whitaker?”

“Among others.” Ginny’s eyes twinkle with mischief. “Though I should mention, Meredith’s memorial service is tomorrow at two. At the Maritime Museum, since the church is being painted. Dean offered to host it.”

“Of course he did.” Frankie runs a hand through her hair. “So I’ll see him tomorrow whether I want to or not.”

“Unless you want to see him tonight instead. I could arrange—”

“Aunt Ginny.”

“I’m just saying, ripping off Band-Aids quickly is usually less painful.”

Frankie seriously doubts that’s true when it comes to Dean Whitaker, but she keeps that thought to herself. Tomorrow will come whether she’s ready or not, and she has bigger problems than her high school boyfriend showing up in her life again.

At least, that’s what she tells herself.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




A Very Awkward Reunion

The Salty Scone looks different in the moonlight, less welcoming and more melancholy, shadows pooling around the outdoor seating where Meredith used to greet customers by name. Frankie follows Aunt Ginny around to the back alley, Marmalade trotting beside them on his leash, apparently convinced this is an excellent midnight adventure.

“The spare key is in the fake rock,” Ginny whispers, though the alley is empty. “Meredith never was one for complicated security measures.”

“In a town like Harbor Haven, why would she be?” Frankie finds the obviously fake rock and retrieves the key. “Though maybe she should have been more careful, considering what happened.”

They slip inside through the back door, and the interior of The Salty Scone feels frozen in time. Clean mugs sit ready for tomorrow’s customers who won’t come, and the glass display case stands empty, waiting for pastries that won’t be baked. Everything is exactly as Meredith left it, down to the reading glasses on the counter and the crossword puzzle half-finished beside the register.

“This feels wrong,” Frankie says quietly.

“That’s grief talking,” Ginny replies, but her voice is gentle. “Meredith would want us to find the truth. She hated unsolved mysteries more than burned scones.”

Frankie pulls out her phone’s flashlight. “What exactly are we looking for?”

“Anything that might explain why she was worried. Maybe something connected to her research project.” Ginny heads toward the small office behind the counter. “You take the main area.”

Frankie moves methodically through the seating area, checking under tables and behind the counter. The Salty Scone has always been more than a coffee shop—it’s a community gathering place, with local artwork on the walls and a bulletin board covered in announcements for everything from lost cats to pottery classes.

Marmalade seems less interested in the investigation than in the fascinating scents left behind by countless customers and their various snacks. He’s working his way along the baseboards when he suddenly stops at the corner table by the window—Meredith’s usual spot for paperwork—and begins pawing at something underneath.

“What is it, boy?” Frankie kneels and feels around under the table. Her fingers find something taped to the underside: a small key, old-fashioned and brass.

“Aunt Ginny, I found—”

The front door opens with a crash, and a tall figure is silhouetted against the streetlights. Frankie’s heart stops, both from surprise and from the achingly familiar voice that calls out:

“Hello? Is someone in there? I saw lights and—” The figure steps inside, and even in the dim light, Frankie would know that profile anywhere. Dean Whitaker, fifteen years older but unmistakably himself, complete with the same wire-rimmed glasses and the same way of running his hand through his dark hair when he’s uncertain.

“We’re not stealing anything,” Frankie says quickly, scrambling to her feet and immediately feeling seventeen again. “We’re friends of Meredith’s.”

“Oh.” Dean stops moving, and she can practically





























































OEBPS/9dbd4ac8e89eb39b5ee0aa57b3cc632db23ba5b7_smallRaw.jpg
'MURDERAT;
THESALTY
<

“ .
14\

Fran k|e Marl

oCATﬁ,E ﬁ”















