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        (Movie Club Mysteries, Book 5)

      

      

      
        
        When ex-cop-turned-P.I. Maggie Doyle scores a lucrative undercover job at the makeup counter at a fashionable Galway department store, she expects discounted lipstick and an easy paycheck.

      

        

      
        She should know better.

      

        

      
        After an altercation with a customer leads to a dead body in Maggie’s bathtub, she realizes there’s more to the department store case than missing cash. Can she catch the killer before the holidays? Or will the festive season end in an explosion of tinsel and turmoil?
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            A NOTE ON GAELIC TERMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Certain Gaelic terms appear in this book. I have tried to use them sparingly and in contexts that should make their meaning clear to international readers. However, a couple of words require clarification.

      The official name for the Irish police force is An Garda Síochána (“the Guardian of the Peace”). Police are Gardaí (plural) and Garda (singular). Irish police are commonly referred to as “the guards”.

      The official rank of a police officer such as Sergeant O’Shea is Garda Sergeant O’Shea. As the Irish frequently shorten this to Sergeant, I’ve chosen to use this version for all but the initial introduction to the character.

      The official name for the Whisper Island police station would be Whisper Island Garda Station, but Maggie, being American, rarely thinks of it as such.

      The Irish police do not, as a rule, carry firearms. Permission to carry a gun is reserved to detectives and specialist units, such as the Emergency Response Unit. The police on Whisper Island would not have been issued with firearms.

      Although this book follows American spelling conventions, I’ve chosen to use the common Irish spelling for proper names such as Carraig Harbour and the Whisper Island Medical Centre. An exception is the Movie Theater Café, which was named by Maggie’s American mother.
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      When I’d ditched my cheating husband and stagnant career in the San Francisco PD to open a private investigation agency in Ireland, I hadn’t envisioned “purveyor of butt bleach” being part of my job description.

      Buoyed with enthusiasm after several successful cases, and flush with cash after my divorce, I’d taken out an ad in The Galway Herald. The ad had scored Movie Reel Investigations its first two jobs away from Whisper Island—investigating a series of thefts at a high-end store, and a case of suspected embezzlement at a costume manufacturer. While Lenny, my childhood-friend-turned-assistant-P.I., used his computer ninja skills at the costume company, I was stuck behind the cosmetics counter at Dennehy’s. Three days into my stint undercover at Galway’s most exclusive department store, I was ready to book a one-way ticket to Mars.

      “Your incompetence caused me a serious injury,” the woman on the opposite side of the cosmetics counter said to me. “I expect to be compensated for my suffering.”

      I checked the irate customer for obvious signs of crazy-pants. On first inspection, she looked like any other aging trophy wife: caramel highlights, layers of expensive makeup, and mad eyes thanks to an overly enthusiastic facelift.

      “Let me get this straight,” I said. “You wanted over-the-counter butt bleach?”

      My coworker, Tracey, stifled a snort and shoved her head into a drawer of lipsticks to drown out her laughter.

      “I specifically asked for intimate bleach,” the customer snapped, her cheeks turning scarlet. “The stuff you gave me is for facial hair.”

      I blew out my cheeks and counted to five before answering. “You asked for a formula that was suitable for bleaching sensitive skin. I assumed you meant your face.”

      “I said sensitive areas,” she hissed. “Surely you knew what I meant without me spelling it out for you.”

      “You’re walking like a gorilla in heat, so it’s a safe bet I didn’t get the part about you wanting to bleach your butt and pubes.”

      Oops. Had I said that out loud? From the gaping expression on the woman’s face and Tracey’s attack of the giggles, that would be a “Yes.”

      The customer’s mouth opened and closed, fishlike. “This is outrageous,” she spluttered. “I want to speak to your supervisor at once.”

      As if on cue, Nuala Kearns, head of Dennehy’s cosmetics department, slithered into sight. She had the emaciated look of a woman who substituted cigarettes for food—cavernous features, sunken eyes, and lines around her mouth that no amount of expensive makeup could hide.

      Nuala’s raisin eyes bored into me before she pulled her thin lips into a smile and addressed the customer. “How may I help you?”

      My accuser wasted no time in launching into her litany of complaints. “Your assistant sold me facial hair lightener instead of intimate bleach. The error left me in considerable discomfort. When I complained about her mistake, she called me an ape.”

      “Not an ape. I said you were walking like a gorilla in heat.” Nuala cast me a quelling look. Okay, so maybe repeating that last sentence hadn’t been the smartest move, however apt the description. “Hey, it was an honest mistake to make. I thought she wanted to lighten her mustache.”

      “How dare you?” The customer quivered with indignation. “I don’t have a mustache. How can—”

      “I’m so sorry about this unfortunate chain of events,” Nuala cut in. “On behalf of Dennehy’s department store, I’d like to offer you a store credit for one hundred euros.”

      The customer gave a dramatic sob. “I’m in agony. I hardly think one hundred euros is enough to compensate me for the humiliation and pain I’ve endured.”

      I rolled my eyes. Talk about overacting. This lady was milking the situation for all she could get.

      “Why don’t I speak to the store manager?” Nuala offered in a soothing tone. “I’m sure we’ll be able to come to a satisfactory agreement.”

      The customer regarded me with contempt. “As long as the agreement includes firing this fool.”

      Whoa. Talk about unfair. “Why should I be blamed for your mistake?” I demanded. “I sold you the product, but it was your responsibility to check it was the item you’d asked for. And you definitely should have read the instructions before you applied it to your private parts.”

      Nuala’s reptilian gaze pinned me in place. “That’s enough, Maggie. Go upstairs and wait outside Mr. Dennehy’s office. I’ll be up in a moment.”

      I suppressed a groan. I was supposed to work here for at least another week, or for however long it took me to discover which member of staff was systematically stealing from the cash registers.

      Ms. Butt Bleach smirked. “Good luck with getting a reference now.”

      Her words hit a nerve. I’d recently forked out for a private investigator’s course for Lenny and increased his hours to full-time. My goal with the Dennehy’s job was to use it as a springboard to gain more clients on the mainland—clients who paid better than the average islander.

      I unclenched my fists and drew in a deep, calming breath. Without a backward glance at my accuser, I stomped off in the direction of the manager’s office. If I got to him before Nuala did, I might be able to talk myself out of the situation.

      

      When I reached the fourth floor, I marched through the door marked “Staff Only” and into the reception area of the department store’s administration offices. In stark contrast to the opulence of the rest of the store, the walls here were painted anemic beige. The cork-tile flooring had last been fashionable in the Seventies, and the bland choice of framed landscapes reinforced my impression that the place received little love.

      Wedged between two leafy plants—the only splash of greenery in the place—was a single-serve coffee machine. Tom Dennehy, a.k.a. Mr. Comb-Over, stood before it, cup in hand. He was a tall, wiry man with sparse brown hair dragged across his scalp in an ineffectual attempt to disguise his bald patch. As soon as he caught sight of my thunderous expression, he reared back in alarm, almost spilling his coffee. “Hi, Maggie. How’s it going?”

      “Badly.” I slid a look at the receptionist, a bouffant blonde in her mid-twenties who’d taken a break from the arduous task of filing her nails to eavesdrop. “Can we talk in private?”

      “Sure.” He gestured to the coffee machine. “Want a cup?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” I’d have liked a caffeine hit, but I wanted us to get our story straight before Nuala showed her gaunt face and demanded he fire me. I followed the manager into his office and slumped into the leather chair opposite his desk. “Ms. Kearns is going to ask you to get rid of me.”

      Tom winced and ran a palm over his scalp, mussing his comb-over. “I warned you Nuala was difficult. What happened?”

      “I sold some chick facial hair remover instead of butt bleach.”

      The man recoiled, his face a tableau of horror. “Is she planning to sue?”

      I shrugged. “Ms. Kearns is trying to persuade her to accept a hundred-euro store credit.”

      The store manager pulled a cloth handkerchief from his breast pocket and dabbed at his sweaty brow. “That’s…not good. My father will have a fit. We’re already losing money to the store thief.”

      Tom’s father, Seamus Dennehy, was the owner of the department store and the man who’d hired me to catch the thief. Ostensibly retired, Seamus kept a close eye on the business from the confines of his wheelchair. During my short acquaintance with the Dennehy men, I’d learned that while Seamus spent his days at home in his house in Loughrea, he was still the driving force behind the business.

      “We need to come up with a convincing story for why you’re keeping me on staff,” I said. “Everyone who witnessed today’s drama knows Ms. Kearns wants me gone, and I understand you’d usually defer to her wishes.”

      Tom drew his bushy eyebrows together and took a sip from his coffee cup. “I suppose I could take her into my confidence and tell her you’re an undercover P.I. Nuala’s been with us for over twenty years. I can’t imagine she’s the thief.”

      Neither could I. Nuala Kearns was a pain in the rear, but she had a loyalty to the store that bordered on fanatical. “Confiding in her might be the cleverest thing to do at this stage. I’m sorry it had to come to this, but I honestly thought the customer wanted facial hair lightener, and she didn’t correct my assumption when I handed her the package.”

      “Some of our wealthier clientele can be prickly. We’ll fob her off with the store credit and hope for the best. I need you here to find the thief.” Tom regarded me over the rim of his cup. “Apart from causing our customers grievous bodily harm, how’s the investigation going?”

      I schooled my features into a neutral expression. “I’ve narrowed down my list of suspects to a few likely contenders.”

      I didn’t add that by “a few,” I meant ten-plus. In truth, the investigation was progressing at a snail’s pace. Any of the store’s employees could be responsible for the missing cash.

      “When can I expect a result?” The man’s white-knuckled grip on his cup indicated the stress he was under.

      “I’ve only been here three days, and that’s counting the half-day shift yesterday when I had no excuse to have lunch with the other staff.”

      Tom pulled a face. “Sorry about that. I’d have let you work the whole day, but no one from your department had called in sick. Giving you a double shift would have aroused suspicion. The deal we have with our full-time staff is that they’re only expected to be here for few hours if they’re scheduled to work on a Sunday.”

      “That makes sense, but I rely on opportunities to mingle with my coworkers to glean info about the missing cash. As soon as I have concrete evidence, I’ll let you know.” I settled back in my chair, confident that I had the manager on my side. “My assistant and I might need access to the store after hours. Can that be arranged?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning to catch the person in the act?”

      “It’s worth a shot. Money is going missing every day, and all members of staff are being searched before they leave the premises. That tells me we’re looking at one of two possibilities. Either the thief is passing the money on to an accomplice during opening hours, or they’re hiding the cash and collecting it at a time they know they won’t be searched.”

      “But we have a security system and surveillance cameras,” Tom protested. “How can the thief get into the building without setting off the alarm and without being caught on camera?”

      “You’re assuming the thief doesn’t know how to disable the alarm. And as your security guards have already told you, the surveillance cameras don’t cover every inch of the store.” I shifted position in the stiff leather chair. “I’d like to have a copy of the last seventy-two hours of surveillance footage.”

      Tom frowned. “Your assistant already looked through our recordings from last week. You told me he found nothing.”

      “Yeah, but I want to have another try. The money isn’t vanishing by magic. Someone, most likely a member of staff, is skimming cash from the cash registers and sneaking it out of the store. All the cash registers are covered by cameras. There’s got to be a clue somewhere on that footage.”

      “If you think it’ll help, be my guest. I’ll make you a copy of the last couple of days of footage.”

      “Thank you.” I flashed him a wry smile. “What are we going to do about Nuala? She’ll be furious when she finds out you haven’t fired me, and I don’t think the news that I’m a private investigator will soothe her.”

      Tom grimaced. “Leave Nuala to me. I’m not thrilled about having to tell her why you’re really here, but it might be handy to have another set of eyes watching for unusual behavior. The sooner we catch the thief…” He trailed off and looked at me sheepishly.

      I smiled. “The sooner you can dispense with my expensive services. I understand, Tom. I want to wrap up this case as quickly as I can.”

      He glanced at his watch. “It’s five to six. Your shift is almost over. Why don’t you call it a day and go home with the surveillance footage? That’ll give me a chance to speak to Nuala before tomorrow.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you know if I find anything useful on it. What about gaining access to the store after closing? Ideally, I’d like to try tomorrow night.”

      “I’ll give you a key card for the admin staff entrance and write down the security code.” He opened a desk drawer and located a key card. He scribbled a code on a sticky note and gave it to me, along with the key card.

      “Thanks.” I slipped them into my pocket. “What about the surveillance footage?”

      “I’ll get that for you now.” Tom rooted around in another drawer and withdrew a flash drive. He stuck it into his laptop and pressed a few keys. “I have access to the last seventy-two hours of surveillance footage ending at six o’clock this morning. That’s when the recordings are backed up to our cloud storage.”

      “That’s okay. They’ll give me a good overview of what goes on after hours.”

      After he’d handed me the flash drive, Tom stood, indicating our meeting was at an end. “Good luck, Maggie. I’d like to get this problem solved before Christmas.”

      I extended a hand and shook his in a firm handshake. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

      Back out in the reception area, the nosy receptionist glanced up from her computer screen, and then looked sharply to her left. I followed the direction of her gaze and swallowed a groan. Sitting ramrod straight on a chair was Nuala Kearns, evidently fuming at being forced to cool her heels while I spoke to her boss.

      “I told you to wait for me,” she snapped, her eyes flashing.

      “Yeah, you did. I didn’t listen.”

      Her thin lips pressed into a line. “Well?” she demanded through gritted teeth. “Did Mr. Dennehy fire you?”

      “You’ll have to ask him that question. Have a nice evening, Ms. Kearns.” I sauntered out the door, aware of her eyes boring holes into my back.

      She’d make my life a misery tomorrow, but I’d deal with that when the time came. Right now, all I wanted was to get out of this place and have a boring, drama-free evening. My lips stretched into a smile. Okay, maybe not entirely boring—I was due to see my boyfriend for the first time in a couple of weeks. After dinner with Liam, I’d head back to my apartment and have a long soak in the bath before tackling the surveillance footage. Bliss.
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      I took the stairs down to the basement, where the retail staff lockers were located. The sharp edges of the flash drive bit into the palm of my hand. I’d split the work with Lenny and watch the recordings on high speed, but it would make for a long and tedious night. Still, I hadn’t gone into the private investigation business expecting glamor.

      In one of the staff changing cubicles, I swapped my uniform for my street clothes. I was back at my locker and lacing up my sneakers when four employees burst in, chattering loudly. Tracey, my coworker from the cosmetics department, gasped when she saw me. “You’re still here?”

      “Guilty as charged.” I grinned. “I noticed you disappeared the instant the trouble started.”

      The young woman laughed. “Can you blame me? Nuala’s a tyrant. I had no desire to get dragged into that mess. What did Dennehy say to you, anyway? I’ve been dying of curiosity.”

      “He’s not happy, but I’m not fired. Yet.”

      Siobhan, a hard-faced woman who worked in the household appliances section, stared at me accusingly and slammed open her locker. “Why didn’t he sack you? If my mistake burned the behind off a customer, I’d be gone with no notice and no reference.”

      “Me, too.” Jasper, a weedy guy from the men’s fashion department, had a permanent droop to his mouth and the mood to match. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re all fired before the new year.”

      I caught Barry’s eye and grinned. A Ken-doll lookalike who worked in the toy department, Barry had given me the grand tour of the department store on my first day. We’d hit it off immediately. He’d filled me in on all the full-time staff’s idiosyncrasies, including Siobhan’s prickly attitude and Jasper’s paranoia, and had proved to be my best source of info on the robberies so far.

      “Maybe Mr. Dennehy is in a good mood,” I said breezily. “Or maybe he has enough sense to realize that I gave the customer exactly what she’d asked for. It’s not my fault she was too embarrassed to use direct language and too careless to check that the product I gave her was the one she wanted.”

      “I can’t believe she came back to complain,” Barry said with a shudder. “If I’d been stupid enough to burn my behind, I wouldn’t limp back to the beauty counter where I’d bought the wrong product.”

      Tracey pulled a pink cashmere sweater over her uniform and checked her lipstick in the locker mirror. “Nuala won’t like the idea of you getting a second chance, Maggie. She’s been itching to get rid of you since you refused to get her coffee on your first morning.”

      “There’s nothing in our job description about slaving for Nuala Kearns,” I said. “If she’d asked politely, I’d have gotten her the coffee.”

      “She’s always been difficult, but she’s been particularly prickly recently.” Tracey opened her makeup bag and touched up her lips. “She demanded I tidy the entire Foxy Looks display yesterday and made me late for my acting class. And we were expecting a producer to visit us. I’d hoped to pitch him my idea for Roisin Takes Hollywood.”

      I exchanged an amused look with Barry. Tracey, an aspiring actress and director, tended to drone on about her drama group and her ideas for movies that were destined to conquer the box office. I’d learned to tune her out when she got on a roll.

      “Everyone’s on edge these days,” Barry said before Tracey had the chance to rant about her movie project’s financial woes. “It’s the disappearing money and the searching staff before we leave the building. It doesn’t exactly make for a pleasant working atmosphere.”

      “Once word gets out about a thief on the loose, no one will want to shop at Dennehy’s.” The combination of Jasper’s distraught expression and monotonous delivery brought a bubble of laughter to my throat. “The place will go bust, and we’ll have no jobs.”

      Tracey rolled her eyes. “Always the optimist, Jasper. Dennehy’s has been around for decades. They’re not going anywhere.”

      “If Mr. Dennehy doesn’t catch whoever is stealing from the tills, he might carry through with his threat to fire all of us,” Siobhan warned. “I can’t afford to lose this job.”

      “I bet he said that in the heat of the moment. He can’t replace everyone overnight.” I seized on the opportunity for behind-the-scenes gossip. “Do you have any idea who’s responsible?”

      They all shook their heads. “Not a clue,” Barry said, “but I have plenty of people I’d happily cast in the role of the thief if it meant I didn’t have to work with them anymore.”

      Tracey tugged a brush through her long, dark hair and pulled it into a ponytail. “I’d love it if Nuala were the thief, but I don’t think she’s got it in her.”

      “It’s bizarre.” I adopted an incredulous expression. “How can someone steal from the cash registers every day and no one notice?”

      “I don’t want to think about it,” Siobhan muttered. “The whole situation creeps me out. Derek thinks I should look for a new job before Dennehy goes on a firing spree.” Over our canteen lunch, I’d been subjected to Siobhan’s vacation snapshots. Like her, Derek was a bulky, tattooed biker type and exuded the same pervading air of menace.

      “Why don’t we head to the pub and forget about this place?” Barry suggested.

      “Definitely,” Tracey and Siobhan said in unison.

      Jasper shrugged his slumped shoulders. “I guess.”

      Barry looked at me. “What about you, Maggie? Want to help us drown the day’s sorrows?”

      A hard ball of regret formed in my chest. It was the first time my coworkers had asked me to hang out with them after work. I was loath to turn down the opportunity to pump them for more info, but I had plans. “I’d love to, but I’m meeting my boyfriend for dinner.”

      “Ooh.” Barry grinned. “Is this the sexy police officer you mentioned?”

      The butterflies in my stomach took flight at the mere thought of seeing Liam. “I don’t think I mentioned the ‘sexy’ part, but yeah. He’s the one.”

      Barry winked. “He can help you take your mind off a bad day at work.”

      “I hope so.” I pulled on my jacket, hat, scarf, and gloves. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow. Enjoy your drinks.”

      “Have fun with your man,” Barry called. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      I winked at him. “That doesn’t leave many items on the Don’t-Do list.”

      At the staff exit, the security guard took a painful amount of time to search my bags before letting me leave. I understood why I had to submit to the search as part of my undercover persona, but I was cutting it close to meet Liam.

      When the guy grunted and gestured for me to go, I speed-walked to Eyre Square, ignoring the icy drizzle that began the instant I stepped onto the sidewalk. I’d taken advantage of my forced half-day yesterday to explore the city, including a historic bus tour. Galway began life as a fishing village. Due to its strategic position where the River Corrib meets Galway Bay, it grew in importance and size. Today, it was a wonderful blend of old and new: cobbled streets and stone arches combined with a vibrant, modern atmosphere. Although I’d visited the city on several occasions since I’d moved to Whisper Island, this was the first time I’d had the opportunity to explore it in detail. This evening, I planned to visit the northern part of the city with my boyfriend, stopping for dinner at a restaurant he’d recommended.

      I glanced at my watch and increased my pace to a jog, deftly navigating the hoards of holiday shoppers and their enormous bags. I’d told Liam I’d meet him at six-ten, and it was nearly six-fifteen. I hated being late, especially when I hadn’t seen him in over two weeks. First, he’d been away on a training course, and then I’d left for Galway the day before he’d returned to Whisper Island.

      Liam and I had been dating for six months. I’d only recently managed to wean myself off thinking of him as Reynolds—the former cop in me automatically slotted fellow police officers into the surnames-or-nicknames category, and my recently bruised heart liked the layer of distance. Taking the step to pull down my emotional barriers was a big deal, and I was still getting used to this new phase in our relationship.

      Five minutes later, I reached Eyre Square. Although it had been officially renamed John F. Kennedy Memorial Park in 1965, the locals had never fully adopted the new name. Moving as fast as I could, I made a beeline for the famous Galway Hookers fountain—named for a type of boat, not a lady of the night. When I reached the fountain, I slowed my pace and scanned my surroundings. Crowds of people bustled past, but there was no sign of Liam. I frowned. It wasn’t like him to be late.

      I slipped my phone out of my coat pocket, and my stomach slumped when I saw the two missed calls and a voicemail message from Liam’s number. I pressed play on the message.

      “Hey, Maggie. I’m sorry, but I have to cancel our dinner tonight. Something’s come up, and I can’t make it. I’m going to be incommunicado for the next couple of days, but I’ll try to call you as soon as I can.” A slight pause. “I love you.”

      And then he was gone. I kept the phone pressed to my ear for several seconds after the message ended.

      All the weirdness of our last few phone calls came crashing down on me. I hadn’t imagined my boyfriend’s distraction when we’d spoken yesterday. He’d seemed anxious to end the call and had barely listened to my funny anecdotes about the store’s employees.

      I stared blindly into space. I could call Tracey and find out which pub they’d chosen for their drinks, but I didn’t feel like socializing, not even if it meant the chance to question the staff about the store thefts. While my insecure side ascribed Liam’s strange message to him pulling away, my cop-turned-private-investigator side picked up on the anxiety in his tone.

      I replayed the message twice. Sure enough, something—or someone—had rattled him. Was it a new investigation on Whisper Island? If there’d been a sudden crime spree, my aunts or cousin would have sent me a message. And if Hannah, Liam’s daughter, were sick, he’d have told me straight up.

      Even though he’d said he’d be unavailable, I hit his number. It went straight to voicemail. With a prickling sensation on the nape of my neck, I disconnected without leaving a message.

      I took a deep breath. If I couldn’t get through to Liam, I’d have to be patient and trust that he’d call me when he had a chance. In the meantime, I’d grab groceries and head back to the apartment Lenny and I were staying in while we were working in Galway. A long soak in the bath would ease away the stresses of the day. I sent my assistant a quick message to say I’d be home early after all and then walked across Eyre Square in the direction of a grocery store.

      As if to mirror my mood, the drizzle had turned into a deluge. Thanks to the strong Atlantic wind that blew in from the coast, my umbrella was useless. I pulled up the hood on my jacket and ran all the way to the store.

      The place was packed with both shoppers and loiterers hoping to buy a few minutes out of the rain. I battled my way through the aisles and stocked up on a few essentials. As I was leaving the store, I paused at a rack of newspapers and scanned the headlines.

      Neighbours Come to Blows Over Wheelie Bins. Gang Dressed in Santa Costumes Terrorizes Galway. Beauty Blogger Eliza Donati Visits Dublin.

      My limbs grew numb as I studied the photograph of the beautiful woman staring back at me. Years of jealousy and resentment brought bile to my throat. Eliza Donati, born Elizabeth Doyle, was my sister.

      How long had she been in the same country as me? Did she intend to contact me while she was here? Why hadn’t Dad mentioned my sister was traveling to Ireland? Mom and I weren’t on the best of terms since my divorce, but Dad checked in with me every couple weeks, even it was just a short email. Dublin was less than three hours from Galway by car. Had I known to expect her, I could have met Beth at the airport, maybe even sprung for dinner.

      Not that Beth was likely to want to hang out with me. This sobering reminder sent my bad mood into a tailspin. My grip on my grocery bags tightened, and I marched past the newspaper rack and out of the store, no longer caring how wet and bedraggled the rain and wind made me. On the twenty-minute walk to the apartment, I dodged puddles and brooded over my lousy relationship with my sister.

      Beth was ten months younger than me. We’d suffered the indignity of being in the same year in school. Our closeness in age had become a running joke among our classmates, who’d never tired of calling us Irish twins. Despite the twin moniker, being sisters was the only thing we had common. While I’d scored honor grades that had never been good enough for our parents, my beautiful sister had barely passed her classes, yet had received praise and encouragement.

      Like our older brothers, I’d been expected to follow our parents’ footsteps and join the San Francisco PD. My sister, in contrast, was an aspiring model and actress. In between stints as an extra on a sitcom, and a few minor modeling jobs, Beth had trained to be a cosmetologist. When she’d started a makeup channel on YouTube three years ago, our mother had been inexplicably thrilled. I’d never paid attention to my sister’s channel until a few months ago when a successful collaboration with a well-known makeup brand gained her media attention. It seemed my little sister had turned her hobby into a lucrative career.

      I stomped onto Snipe Avenue, blinking at the harsh reflected streetlight on the puddles. Lenny’s brother, Jake, was on sabbatical from his job as a geology professor at NUI Galway. He’d allowed us to stay at his apartment whenever we had work in the city.

      As I approached Jake’s apartment building, I fumbled for my key, my thoughts still preoccupied with Liam’s strange behavior and my sister’s sudden fame. In the distance, church bells chimed the hour. Seven o’clock. A long night of surveillance tapes loomed before me. I stretched my stiff neck, already anticipating sinking into the warm bubble bath I’d have before tackling the footage.

      I climbed the short flight of steps to the front door and raised my hand to put the key in the lock. Before I could do so, an apparition appeared on the other side of the glass door. I screamed and took a step back, stumbled, and dropped the grocery bags.

      The door swung open, and a man dressed in a clown costume leaped in front of me, grinning widely. “Yo, Maggie. Wazzup?”
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      “Lenny?” My heart rate slowly returned to normal. “Jeez, man. You scared me. Why are you dressed like a clown?”

      My friend, and assistant in my private investigation business, beamed. “I got my outfit discounted at the costume factory. Isn’t it awesome?”

      “I’d find it more awesome if the sight of it hadn’t caused me to drop my groceries.”

      “Yeah… Sorry about that.” He leaped down the steps and shoved stray yogurt containers back into the bags.

      “Aren’t you a little late for Halloween?” I asked as we crossed the black-tiled lobby of the apartment building.

      “They have a ton of scary stuff left over from Halloween, and I get a staff discount. I’m going to stock up for the business.”

      The building’s clanky elevator was in motion. In deference to my dislike of small, enclosed spaces, we didn’t wait for it to return to our level and opted instead for the stairs. “Seeing you in that outfit is like a flashback to our misspent youth,” I said. “Remember the time you showed up to a picnic dressed in a cowboy costume, complete with holster and toy gun?”

      “Dude, I was prepared. Who knew what perils we might have encountered on the hills of Whisper Island?”

      “As I recall, the only danger was you straying onto Paddy Driscoll’s farm and getting chased by a bull.”

      Lenny grinned. “What can I say? The bull took exception to my costume.”

      My heart swelled at the memories of happy childhood summers spent on the remote Irish island where my father had grown up. Lenny and my cousin Julie featured in most of those memories. Reconnecting with them over the last year had been an unexpected joy in the middle of the turmoil of my divorce.

      We trudged upstairs and hung a left when we reached the second floor. “I’m delighted you’re having fun working on your case,” I said, “but I seriously don’t think Movie Reel Investigations needs a closet full of crazy costumes.”

      Lenny, unperturbed by my lack of enthusiasm for his buying spree, laughed off my objections and threw open the door to his brother’s apartment. “Now that we’re in the private investigation trade, we’ve gotta get a few disguises.”

      I regarded my friend’s colorful clown costume and suppressed a grin. “Unless we’re planning to disguise ourselves as Pennywise from Stephen King’s IT, I don’t think that outfit will be useful.”

      Lenny followed me into the apartment and put the grocery bags on the kitchen counter. “Okay. Maybe the clown costume isn’t an ideal disguise for a private investigator, but get a load of these.” With a wide grin, he unzipped the large wheelie suitcase I’d failed to spot behind the apartment door. A pile of costumes tumbled onto the floor. “I’ve got a Charlie Chaplin outfit for me, and a naughty nurse for you.”

      “That’ll come in useful while tailing cheating spouses.”

      He appeared not to notice my sarcasm and continued to trawl through his loot. “Isn’t this stuff fantastic? I got us a bunch of wigs, fake beards, ears, and noses.”

      I picked up a hot pink mullet wig and tried it on, checking my reflection in the hall mirror. “If anyone sees two freaks following them down the street wearing a wig like this one, they’ll call the cops. I know I would.”

      “You haven’t seen my best find of the day.” Lenny rubbed his hands with glee before unzipping a compartment in the suitcase. “Check these out.”

      Two padded suits rolled onto the floor, followed by cheek stuffers and fake double chins.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever tried on a padded suit? I wore one to a costume party where I dressed up as the Pillsbury Doughboy. Trust me, it wasn’t fun. I sweated like a pig. I wouldn’t want to have to tail a mark for hours on end while wearing one.”

      Lenny waved a hand, unconcerned by my objections. “We’ll get used to them. The fantastic part about the padded suits is that we can wear them under a bunch of disguises. We can’t make ourselves skinnier, but we can totally add a few kilos.”

      While he prattled on about his fabulous costume finds, I went into the kitchen, unpacked the groceries, and fixed us sandwiches. Lenny and I ate a hot lunch in our respective lunchrooms to have the chance to talk to the staff, so we tended to eat something small in the evenings.

      When we were seated at the table, Lenny filled me in on his case. “It’s definitely embezzlement. The CFO’s been engaging in creative accounting to hide the fact that he’s transferring company money to an offshore account in his wife’s name.”

      “Ouch. Sounds like he didn’t do a great job at burying his tracks.”

      “Nope. Once I’ve followed all possible trails, I can wrap up this case and hand over my results to the CEO.”

      I nodded in approval. “Well done. I’m impressed.”

      Now that Lenny was a fully licensed private investigator, he was able to take on his own cases, and this job for The Costume Emporium was his first big solo job.

      He stuffed the remainder of his salad sandwich into his mouth. “I’ve probably spent most of what I earned on costumes,” he said between chews, “but it’ll be worth the investment.”

      I stifled a smile. “Whatever you say.”

      “Thanks for the sandwiches, Maggie. I expected to be eating beans on toast this evening while you dined out in style with Reynolds. Why did he bail on you, anyway? Is a serial killer on the loose on Whisper Island?”

      The reminder of my canceled date put a damper on my relaxed frame of mind. “Not as far as I know. Liam left a voicemail, saying he’d be unavailable for a couple of days.”

      Lenny frowned. “That’s not like Reynolds.”

      “No.” I stared at my fingernails. “I can’t help worrying he’s having doubts about us.”

      Under his thick clown makeup, my friend’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you mad? Reynolds adores you. Anyone who sees you two together knows that.”

      “Yeah.” I shoved a stray curl behind my ear. “I’m probably feeling rough today because of what happened at the department store.”

      Lenny perked up at this revelation. “Drama at Dennehy’s? Don’t leave me in suspense.”

      “Put it this way—I better find the thief soon, or Movie Reel Investigation’s reputation will be mud all over Galway. I almost got fired today. If the cosmetics department supervisor had gotten her way, I would have been.”

      “Wow, Maggie. What did you do?”

      “As far as I’m concerned, I did nothing wrong. A crazy chick came into the store and accused me of burning her butt off.”

      Lenny blinked. “That’s wild, even by your standards.”

      “Jeez, thanks. Your faith in me is touching.”

      He waved a hand in a vague gesture. “You always get the job done in the end. Why did this chick think you were responsible for her predicament?”

      “Because I sold her facial hair lightener instead of the product she claims she asked for. But she was too embarrassed to spell it out for me, and I assumed that bleach for sensitive areas meant for the face.”

      Lenny roared with laughter. “I wish my job was as exciting as yours. All I’ve been doing is staring at spreadsheets.”

      “And blowing your salary on discount costumes,” I reminded him with a grin.

      “That’s the upside of the job.”

      “As for excitement, Tom Dennehy gave me seventy-two hours’ worth of surveillance footage to look through. I’m going to tackle it this evening. I’d appreciate your help.”

      “Sure thing.” Lenny’s grin faded. “By the way, I saw your sister on the front page of the newspaper when I was walking home.”

      My stomach clenched at the mention of Beth. “Yeah. I saw that, too. I guess she’s in Dublin for something. I just glanced at the headline.”

      “She’s rumored to be shooting a film in Ireland next year. Have you heard about that?”

      “My sister doesn’t keep in touch.” I failed to keep the edge out of my voice. “Apart from her beauty channel, I have no idea what she’s working on at the moment.”

      “Yeah. Even my mother watches Beth’s makeup tutorials. Her channel’s become something like an overnight success, right?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess so. Before last summer, I don’t recall seeing her videos mentioned everywhere like they are now. It’s not like I watch them.”

      The words slipped out before I could filter them, defensive and tinged by the bitterness and jealousy I was ashamed of feeling. Beth was my only sister. Even if we weren’t close, I should be glad for her success.

      “I recall Beth being a right pain when we were kids. Good-looking but knew it,” Lenny said. “How’s she as an adult?”

      In spite of Lenny’s eccentricities, he was a more astute judge of character than most people gave him credit for.

      “She’s even worse,” I admitted. “Mom and Dad think Beth walks on water, and she dominates every family get-together.”

      “Does she still put you down all the time? I remember her shooting nasty comments in your direction. That’s why we always ditched her and did our own thing.”

      “Yeah. She was catty last Christmas after I split with Joe. On the positive side, her constant digs proved to be the catalyst I needed to accept my aunt’s offer of a job on Whisper Island.”

      “I’m glad you moved to Ireland, but I’m sorry for the reasons it happened. Families can be complicated.”

      “Yeah, they can.” I cleared my throat and forced a smile. “Is it okay if I have a bath before we tackle the surveillance footage? I could do with a relaxing soak.”

      “Go for it. I’ll load the dishwasher and make a start on that footage.”

      I stood and stretched my stiff neck from side to side. “Thanks, Lenny.”

      My friend grabbed our plates from the table. “No problem. Enjoy your soak.”

      I went into my bedroom and got a fresh pair
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