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Chapter 1

 

“Bell, these are the most beautiful fall-themed cookies I’ve ever decorated! Pumpkins, cornstalks, hay bales. Fall is my favorite season!”

A brush of a nose against her knee let Irene know Bell agreed with her. She pulled off her clear plastic gloves and patted the top of the golden retriever’s head. “Not that I expect you to answer me.”

She turned to catch the blast of colorful lights that filled her kitchen. The swaying gems in the wind chime she’d hung outside her window captured the afternoon sunlight. Her heart ached a little, wishing she could hear them. Her sister Ginger had said they sounded like fairies dancing in the wind. Why now? Why was she wishing she could hear?

The world had been silent since she was ten years old, and she was turning forty-three soon. Her parents had been in denial when she’d suffered a severe case of scarlet fever. Her grandmother Margie had stepped in to make sure Irene got the needed care from hearing and speech specialists. Her wonderful sisters had claimed Irene was better than all of them. She could speak, sign, and read lips. Yes, she was better than all of them, but what she wouldn’t give to hear the sound of a voice…

She knelt down and cupped Bell’s long snout. Beautiful brown eyes stared back at her.  “You’re my bestie, and listen when no one is around. Tonight is an important meeting with our family lawyers, and you’ll be coming along. Nancy Jean, and Sean love you.”

Before going upstairs to take a shower, she packed up the fall-themed cookies she’d made for the Historical Society and Preservation Society’s combined monthly meeting. Elsie Trent would be picking them up tomorrow from the Book and Brew, where Irene was the on-site baker. Mollie Trent, the owner, claimed much of the business drawn to her popular luncheonette was due to Irene’s baking skills.

She walked over the Aubusson runner that covered the cherrywood stairs and down the hall to her bedroom that faced the back of the townhouse. The three large windows afforded a perfect view of her garden and her gnomes. Her nieces Faith, Hope, and Charity loved to visit the small village Irene had created to surround the tall oak tree and claimed the gnomes were magical.

Her bedroom reflected a Victorian flare, like the rest of her home. Five years ago, Vinny had refreshed the wallpaper with tiny pink roses and blue forget-me-nots. She’d found the lace curtains in the attic of the B&B. Cream-colored lace covered the pale pink duvet and matching pillow shams. The hardwood floors were cold on winter nights, but she’d added a number of throw rugs.

The poster bed matched the white oak dressing table with an attached mirror. The antiques had belonged to one of her grandmother’s best friends. In the center was an oval tray holding various perfume bottles. Along with collecting cups, saucers, and glassware, she loved collecting atomizers.

Virginia had surprised Irene for her birthday several years ago and made beautiful corner display cases in her dining room so she could enjoy looking at the antique bottles. The rosewood cases matched her dining room set.

Her other favorite piece of furniture was a small rocking chair she’d found in the attic of the B&B. Not being familiar with the style of the antique, she’d shared a picture with Elsie Trent, a member of the Historical Society. Elsie had recognized the turn-of-the-century design right away. Irene had what was known as a bride’s rocking chair that was well over a hundred years old. When a woman married back then, it was appropriate for her groom to give her a rocking chair she’d use to rock their children.

It raised a question about the Holcombe family. What bride had this rocking chair been intended for? Neither her grandmother Margie nor her mother, Rose, had married.

She needed to get her mind in gear for tonight’s meeting. What she was facing—getting the dreaded birthday box from her grandmother—would consume much of her attention for the next seven weeks. She also had her sister Virginia’s bachelorette party this weekend, plus the wedding the following week.

When Irene came out of the bathroom twenty minutes later, Bell was staring up at her. “I need to look a little pretty for tonight’s meeting, so I’ll wear one of the new dresses I got at Iris’s Designs.” Last year, they’d leased the caboose in their Railroad Shops to their longtime friend, Iris. The exclusive dress shop had doubled the number of customers visiting their shops when they were open on weekends.

She loved that the five Jersey Central railroad cars on the estate were part of the family history. Her great-great-grandfather John Holcombe had invested heavily in the Central Railroad of New Jersey. The train had to pass through the estate on its way into Beacon Pointe. In later years, the spur had been abandoned.

Matilda had come up with the idea of turning the abandoned train cars into the Railroad Shops. Customers loved them for their authenticity. Virginia had used her construction skills to refurbish all the cars, adding utilities so they could keep the shops open all year. Matilda’s Custom Bijou offered custom-made jewelry. ​Music for the Heart and Soul was Ginger’s music shop. Customers loved the duck-themed Duck Tales shop, which sold unique, custom pieces made by Virginia. Irene loved her shop, Sweet Treats by Irene. The past year, she’d branched out and started to have decorate-your-own-cupcake birthday parties.

She twirled around, and the skirt flared out. “So, do you approve?”

Bell nudged Irene’s knee in approval.

The gold dress came with a flared skirt and a short jacket that brushed her waist. The color complemented her golden-reddish hair that she wore with a center part. Tonight, she let the long length hang loose. Since her sister made custom jewelry, she was never without beautiful bling. Matilda had fashioned the cameo brooch Irene had received from their grandmother Margie into a necklace.

“Before we leave, you need to go out.”

While the dog did her business, Irene took out a white bakery box from a cabinet and filled it with oatmeal raisin cookies and a loaf of pumpkin bread. Her greatest joy was sharing her baked goods with family and friends.

Virginia had remodeled the 1930s-style kitchens in all the sisters’ townhouses but had knocked out the wall to the small room off Irene’s kitchen, which included a commercial range and a convection oven, to create a larger workspace.

She put a hand to her stomach, attempting to quash the fluttering butterflies. “You’re the last one, but you’re going to finish the quest your sisters started eight months ago and find the treasure. Right, and it will snow in July.”

She looked out the window to check on the dog, but her eyes were drawn to the fob holding the wind chimes. From the way the sun was shining on the gnome, he appeared to be smiling at her. The design was unique. Ginger had found the wind chimes while completing her quest and had given them to Irene. She’d once read that pirates believed gnomes would protect their buried treasure. Was this all part of what was supposed to happen? She had questions before she even started.

A few minutes later, she walked down the front steps of her townhouse, which looked like something one might find in turn-of-the-century San Francisco. Her eccentric grandmother had had them built for her best friends in the 1930s. Vinny had added white picket fences to each residence. Of the four sisters, Ginger had the green thumb and filled flower boxes with colorful fall mums.

Irene headed for the four-car garage across the lane. Along with her classic VW Beetle, a pickup truck she recognized as her future brother-in-law’s was parked there. The company name on the door read Anderson Restorations.

The back of his truck was loaded with dried cornstalks, pumpkins, and bales of hay. Some of the decorations would be for the townhouses and others for the Railroad Shops.

The door to the garage opened, and Stuart walked out. His baseball cap displayed the logo from Anderson Restorations. He brushed off the dried silks that clung to his jeans with a work glove.

Bell sat beside her and waited for a greeting pat on the head.

“Hi, future bridegroom. Getting nervous?”

“Hi, future sister-in-law and Bell,” he said, patting the dog on the head. “Your sister and I have been so busy, I haven’t had time to get nervous.” He gave her a contemplative frown. “Do you know anything about this bachelor party Friday night? Virginia has been checking the batteries on her ghost-hunting equipment.”

They planned to have her sister’s bachelorette party Friday night also. Matilda and Hudson had volunteered to make all the arrangements, and even Irene didn’t know all the details. She twisted her fingers over her lips. “I’ve been sworn to secrecy.”

Stuart was fully aware of what was going on with this so-called treasure hunt, so she had no problem asking him questions. “I know they’re still working in the area around the Piano Rescue warehouse and at the archaeological dig by the cellar of the old Zimmerman schoolhouse. Have they unearthed anything unusual?”

“You mean any kind of treasure?” He shook his head. “Just a few buttons and a couple of old shoes, but nothing by the warehouse. Vinny let me know it’s your turn tonight to get your birthday message.”

“I just thought I’d ask. We still have no clue what the key in the bottle you and Virginia found will fit.”

He gave Bell a couple more pats. “The only thing I can tell you is things happen when you least expect it, and a clue will jump out at you.” He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “You’re not alone. You’ve got three awesome sisters and their significant others to help.”

Bell hopped up onto the passenger seat and stayed still until Irene secured the doggy harness. Her reward was a kiss on the cheek. She’d be forever grateful to International Hearing Dog Inc., which helped her acquire Bell seven years ago. Her service dog had been all of two years old when she’d changed Irene’s life for the better. It had taken a few months for them to adjust to each other, but she’d fallen in love with the golden retriever the moment they’d met.

Luck was with her, and she was able to find a parking space in the front of the Victorian home that had been converted into office space. The time on her dash read 6:50 p.m. She thought about the first meeting they’d had at the beginning of April to talk about the birthday legacy their grandmother who had left Matilda. Clever Margie had thrown them into a twister of unknowns, with the supposed end a treasure beyond their dreams.

The one big difference was her sisters had special men in their lives to help them, but Irene was alone, other than her wonderful Bell. The time on the dash said five minutes to seven. “Come on, Bell, let’s get the party started.” The front door was open, but there wasn’t anyone sitting at the receptionist’s desk. She walked up the steps that led to their lawyers’ office.

The phrase the gang’s all here filled her thoughts when she saw her sisters and their lawyers sitting at the conference table that fronted two walls of bookcases filled with legal tomes. The setting sun was visible in the bow window behind an antique mahogany desk. Nautical paintings  by a number of local artists were displayed on the light blue walls.

Matilda had plaited her gorgeous red hair into a long braid and brought it over her shoulder. As was her preference, she wore a long skirt paired with an argyle black, gold, and russet sweater.

Virginia’s blond hair fell straight and brushed the bottom of her chin. Since falling in love, she’d brought out her feminine side and tonight wore a long-sleeved white sweater and navy skirt. She’d dressed up the look with a necklace of silver and gold metallic stones.

Ginger’s hair was crazy shades of all-natural blond. Tonight, she’d left it loose to brush the shoulders of her black and white print sweater, which she’d paired with black slacks.

Nancy Jean and Sean Harrigan had been married for a couple of years. Theirs was a second-chance love. They’d fallen in love in law school  but had then been reunited later. She kept her hair a soft blond and was always professionally dressed. This evening, she was wearing a tan two-piece dress with navy accents. Sean had elected to go with a more casual look by removing his tie, but he’d kept on his black suit jacket.

When they’d met for the previous three meetings, Nancy Jean had occupied the chair at the end of the table. This time, a yellow legal pad and pen had been set in front of the unoccupied chair.

Irene held out the bakery box to Sean, who accepted it with a big smile. “This is a treat since neither Nancy Jean nor Kaitlyn bakes.” He winked at his wife when he made the comment.

She read their lips as they both said, “Happy birthday!”

Put on a happy face. She sat and folded her hands atop the table. Matilda sat directly to Irene’s right and settled her warm hand atop Irene’s tightly clenched fingers.

“You’re thinking this isn’t fun anymore, and you’re afraid of the unknowns that come with these quests.”

Leave it to her oldest sister to put everything in perspective. She nodded.

“In the beginning, we all thought we’d have to solve these puzzles alone,” Matilda continued. “It turns out our entire family got involved. The other good part is our family has grown, and we’ve been able to uncover secrets about our relatives. Our museum will display our family’s pasts, too.”

She looked at each of her sisters, recognizing the love they shared. She could also be honest with them. “I’m the Pollyanna in our family, but I feel defeated before I’ve even read Grandma Margie’s message.” She nodded at Ginger. “When you completed your quest, she gave me that message ‘to listen.’ I can’t hear!”

Nancy Jean got up from her chair, reached for a tissue from the box she kept on her desk and handed it to Irene. She put a hand to Irene’s chin, so she had to look at the lawyer. “Your grandmother was one of the smartest, brilliant strategists I’ve ever encountered. Did you ever think we can ‘hear’ in unconventional ways?”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“I need my husband to do an experiment. Just watch, and my apologies… Oh, you’ll understand.” She turned to her husband. “Sean, I need you to put the moves on me.”

His eyes opened wide at the unusual request, but he approached his wife.

“With discretion,” she quickly warned.

All eyes were locked on Sean when he stood behind his wife, who stood perfectly still with her eyes closed. Without saying a word, he used the tip of his finger to travel up her bare arm while he settled little kisses on the back of her neck. When his lips moved under her ear and his arm snaked around her waist, her head fell back against his shoulder.

“Okay!” she gasped and pulled away from her husband’s arm.

Sean cleared his throat. “I need a glass of ice water,” he muttered and headed for the door that connected with his office. 

Irene rolled her lips, trying not to laugh. He already had a glass of ice water on the table.

Nancy Jean’s cheeks were flushed, and she, too, took a few sips of water. “Sean didn’t have to say a word. I felt and listened with my heart.”

“I appreciate your beautiful demonstration. What you have with Sean is very special.”

Irene’s eyes were drawn to the symbol of love that each of her sisters wore on the ring finger of their left hands. Matilda had married Hudson, and Irene’s nieces adored their new father. In a week, Virginia would marry the man she loved. Stuart was the slow hand in her prophecy. Neil had shaken Ginny’s world when he’d taken out a full-page ad in the Beacon Pointe Gazette to ask Ginger to marry him. According to Ginger, he’d presented her with a ring shortly after he’d played the harp in a very private performance. She’d declined to share all the intimate details. Their wedding date was set for December first.

“Maybe you finding a life partner will be part of Grandma Margie’s quest.”

Irene appreciated Ginger’s encouragement to bolster her sadness, but the loss of the only man she’d ever loved was something she’d never get over. “I found Alan, but his life was taken needlessly too soon. And men aren’t standing in line to have a relationship with a deaf woman.”

Sean returned and moved to his wife’s side. “Irene, I’m sorry for your loss. I wasn’t here five years ago and never had the opportunity to meet the man who held your heart.”

“He was a firefighter for the Beacon Pointe Fire Department. We dated for a year and were close to getting engaged. They were called to a warehouse fire, ironically close to the section by the cannery we’re making into a museum. From what I was told, he was in the basement when the building collapsed.”

Matilda took out a lace-trimmed handkerchief and passed it to Irene. Bell sensed her sadness and put a paw on Irene’s knee while she dabbed at the tears running down her cheeks. “Thanks. Always the big sister, coming prepared, and my Bell,” she added, patting the dog on the head.

Again, she looked at the caring, love-filled faces of her sisters. “Feeling sorry for myself isn’t getting any answers. Let’s get this party started.”

“Ginger, before we start, please read the message Margie left you when you completed your quest,” Nancy Jean invited.

 Congratulations, Ginger. This was the most difficult quest yet. I know you’ll write the story to prove my mother’s innocence. Knowing your determination, you located your daughter’s father, and they were able to harmonize. The tuning fork was the key. That’s been you and Neil from the very beginning. Your friendship and love are the perfect pitch to achieve harmony. The watch I gave him belonged to my father. Neil will understand the engraving, “My heartbeat is the music of love for you.” Love each other for the rest of your lives. The treasure is getting closer. Love, Grandma Margie

 PS: Please give sweet Irene this message and the small gift in the box. Measurements aren’t always accurate. God gave you a little more. Use your extra sight wisely. Listen, and all your dreams will come true.

Sean picked up the chest and set it on the table in front of his wife. “I know this is the last box, but I want to thank you ladies for letting me be part of your birthday quests. After tonight, this chest belongs to you. I believe it deserves a spot in your museum.”

Nancy raised the lid on the ornate box and removed a smaller one tied with a faded gold ribbon. “I guess she chose a fall color since your birthday is in October.”

The war of uncertainty was back with a vengeance, fed by the knowledge of what Irene’s sisters had gone through, unveiling tragedies that had affected family members in years past. Margie hinted they’d find a treasure at the end of their quests. Would it all be worth it? As far as she was concerned, her sisters had found the greatest treasures of all—love and family. Was there someone out there to fill the emptiness in her heart? 

Irene, just do it! 

She drew in a deep breath and pulled on one of the ends to open the bow. She lifted the lid, and right on top was the dreaded note from her grandmother.

My dear sweet Irene,

 Happy birthday! Even when you were a little girl, you loved to bake and made madeleine cookies for me. You’re self-sacrificing and have great artistic gifts. Be proud of yourself. You survived difficulties and obstacles in your younger years, but they’ve made you stronger. You’re sweet and try extra hard to make people happy, hoping they accept you despite your hearing loss. Beware of those who’ll test your feelings and play with your heart. They’re out for their own gain. Love and loyalty are demonstrated by actions, not words. Past lives from yesteryears must be revealed. Questions will be answered.

 Signs are there, but can hide in plain sight. The gnomes have protected the pirate’s secrets for many years. Listen, and they’ll guide you to the treasure you’ve all been seeking. Whatever you do, don’t break the key, or all will be lost. Sounds of silence can be loud, but remember to listen and feel with your heart.

 Love, Grandma Margie.

The looks on her sisters’ faces were all the same—blank, questioning stares. “Out of all the riddles, this one is the most confusing.”

“Let’s see your key,” Matilda pressed.

The weight was exceptionally heavy. She opened the drawstring of a white velvet bag and tipped the open end into her hand. She gasped at the skeleton key made of green glass.

“Oh my.” She held it up, and the rays of the setting sun coming through the window caught the crystal, casting a rainbow of colors on the surrounding walls. “This reminds me of the rainbows in my wind chimes.”

Ginger waved a hand to draw Irene’s attention. “That’s as bizarre as my tuning fork. Do you realize how much can be eliminated? It certainly won’t open any doors.”

Virginia touched the back of Irene’s hand. “That’s the same emerald green as the bottle that holds the key I found in the basement of the Zimmerman Homestead.”

Irene ran the tip of her finger over the smooth glass and traced the two teeth. “I’ve got a set of measuring spoons and a glass key. Now I’m supposed to listen to the gnomes, and they’ll lead me to the treasure we’ve all been seeking?” Irene shook her head. “They can’t talk or hear. Plus, they aren’t real!”

“Now, don’t shoot the messenger,” Sean said, holding up a hand. “Irene, you can communicate better than all of us. You can talk with your hands.”

“He’s right! I communicate with ghosts,” Virginia reminded Irene.

“If I make the acquaintance of a gnome who can communicate with me, you’ll all be the first to know.”

“Since this is technically the last birthday meeting, I thought we should share a toast.” Sean carried a tray over to the table. Myles Bannister, who as you know owns Heritage Winery, has become one of our clients. Since Matilda was the first one to get her box and is the oldest sister, I think she should make the toast.”

Sean poured six glasses of a pink Chablis. Matilda raised her glass. “Here’s to Margie, for making us all a little crazy this past year. We also want to wish our little sister a very happy birthday.”

Irene wasn’t one to drink wine, but she took a few sips that she hoped would settle her nerves. Her eyes flared when Ginger set a gift box on the table in front of her. “Please don’t tell me this is another gift from our grandmother,” Irene said.

“No, we wanted to give you this from us. When we cleaned out the area below the Piano Rescue warehouse, I found this in the same chest as your wind chimes.”

Irene opened the ribbon and then the paper. Her eyes widened at the sight of an antique perfume bottle in the shape of a pineapple. The teardrop-shaped stopper was the most magnificent opal she’d ever seen.

Matilda pressed her fingers to Irene’s hand. “As you know, I work with precious gems. High-quality opals are rarer than diamonds. The streaks of gold remind me of a winding river within the milky color. I’d never seen one of this quality or size.”

Virginia tapped the table in front of Irene. “I already checked to see if there was a number on the bottom of the bottle, but it’s a rare antique.”

“I don’t know what to say other than thank you. I’ll put it in my special cabinet as soon as I get home.” Bell put a paw on her leg. “I know. You need to visit a tree.”

Irene thanked Nancy Jean and Sean for all their help, especially their loving demonstration, before putting her precious items in her oversize purse.

“All I can say is this has been very enlightening. No more surprises from Margie or any other family members?”

Nancy Jean gave Irene a soft smile. “The chest is empty, but think about the treasure that’s out there for you to find.”

Sean had his arm wrapped around his wife’s waist, and she was pressed close to his side, her arm also around him. Irene’s heart ached with a little envy. “You two have the most precious treasure of all. See you at the wedding.”
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Chapter 2

 

The sun had already set by the time  Irene walked outside to join her sisters. Streaks of gold in the clouds could be seen over the treetops. Soon, the leaves would be changing colors. Indian summer was her favorite time of year.

Virginia hurried off to meet Stuart. They were packing up the rest of the tools in his garage and bringing them to the workshop she’d set up in one of the old barns on the estate.

Now that she’d gotten through the initial birthday party ordeal, Irene had to talk to her sisters about the bachelorette party.

“Wait a minute before you take off. You two haven’t told me anything about this bachelorette party we’re having tomorrow night. You didn’t even ask me to make anything.” Her uncomfortable feeling increased when she saw the we-can’t-hide-it-from-her look that passed between her sisters.

“Neither Virginia nor Stuart are the type to enjoy a give-up-your-freedom night with a stripper, so we decided to do something they’d both enjoy,” Matilda started. “Everyone has fall festivals, but our cousin Myles wanted to do something different to draw attention to his Heritage Winery. His staff have set up a special attraction until the end of October, called Mystery Adventures. Along with serving fancy hors d’oeuvres and wine, you’re locked in a large room. Couples are given a scenario and must work together to find the clues. When they’re put together, you’ll get the answer to open the door.”

Irene took a step back, and her face scrunched in anger. “Are you kidding me? Haven’t you two had enough of finding clues and solving mysteries? I suppose there’ll be a few ghosts, which will be right up their alley!” She just thought of something else. “You said ‘couples.’”

That look was back. 

“What did you do?” Irene asked.

“The entire wedding party is participating,” Ginger explained. “You know Christian McBride, one of Stuart’s besties. It’s not as if you’ll be paired with a stranger.”

“Why don’t you just dump a little more on me?” She threw her arms wide. “I feel like I’ve been hit broadside. First, Margie with her nutsy quest, and now by you two! I think I’ll pass on this one.”

Ginger folded her arms over her chest and took a determined stance in front of Irene. “Oh, no, Pollyanna! You’re not bailing on this party. The four Hennypenny sisters are a family unit! Virginia would be heartbroken if you weren’t there.”

“Does Christian know he’s being paired up with the deaf girl?”

Ginger’s eyes got wider. Irene could tell without hearing that Ginger’s voice was raised in anger as she said, “How dare you put yourself down? Grandma said, and I quote, ‘You’ve survived difficulties and obstacles in your younger years, but they’ve made you stronger.’ Christian has been in your company and is fully aware of your hearing loss.”

Arguing with them would be a wasted effort. She would put her objections aside, for her sister. “I’ll be there, but Bell is coming with me for moral support. What time do you want us at the winery?”

“Cocktails and appetizers are between six and seven o’clock,” Matilda said. “I promise you’ll have fun, and it will take your mind off this quest.”
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Irene got Bell settled in the car and pulled away from the curb. Her nerves were still a jumbled mess, so she decided to drive down Ocean Boulevard. The tourists were gone for the season, eliminating most of the beach traffic. Weekends would bring them back to shop in their quaint shopping area, where cars weren’t allowed.

She drove five days a week to her second home, the Book and Brew. Mollie Trent had taken a chance on Irene’s baking skills twelve years ago, and both hadn’t regretted their decision to work together. Mollie depended on Irene to make the desserts and baking specials.

She drove past the construction site for the new condos that included the future home of the Marshall Holcombe Museum, continued past the Piano Rescue warehouse and the marina used by locals. The road continued, but civilization ended. Fields of overgrown weeds and dried grasses had consumed the area where buildings had once stood. Tears filled her eyes, blurring her vision. She parked at the curb.

It had been months since she’d visited the area. Why are you putting yourself through this torture? She reached into her purse for her handkerchief and her cell phone. After wiping the wetness from her cheeks, she flipped through her pictures until she came up with Alan’s handsome face. He’d visited her shop one Saturday and purchased peanut butter cookies. The next day, he’d returned for more cookies and a few brownies. They’d talked. He’d just moved here from Ohio and started at the Beacon Pointe Fire Department. He’d said the cookies and brownies were as good as his mother used to make.

The following week, Mollie had come into the kitchen and said a cute fireman was having lunch and asked if the brownies had been made by that beautiful baker Irene, the lady at the Railroad Shops. The message had warmed her heart. He came into the Book and Brew the following three weekends before getting up enough nerve to ask Irene out.

Another photo showed the two of them. She was holding an atomizer she’d found in an antique shop. It had been nice to share her love of antiques with him. Then, in the blink of an eye, her year of love had ended when the man who had worked his way into her heart died.

Five years ago, there had been a number of stores in disrepair. According to editorials written by Mason Trent, owner and editor of the Beacon Pointe Gazette, the town had been pressing the owner of the buildings to make repairs. The owner had started to make them when the buildings had caught on fire.

The framing tinder had been old and dried, so the buildings had collapsed into the basements. She’d been worried sick, knowing Alan was working the fire with the rest of the fire department.

His normal shift had been one day on and three days off. A day after the fire had been put out, she’d called his cell and left a message, but he hadn’t called back. She’d left a half-dozen messages asking him to please call her. He never called.

Recalling those pain-filled moments had her leaning close to Bell and giving her a hug. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Bell pulled away and kissed Irene on the cheek.

She leaned back in the driver’s seat and closed her eyes, retreating to her dark, silent world. The face of Christian McBride filled her mind, the somber look on his face when he’d come to her front door to tell her something had happened to Alan. The fire captain had been dressed in his formal dark navy uniform, but he’d kept rotating his white hat in his hands.

Before he’d even explained why he was there, she’d spoken up. “Something happened to Alan. He’s dead.”

He’d nodded, and she hadn’t bothered to invite him in. She could remember leaning against the doorframe. He’d reached out a hand in assistance, but she’d shaken her head. He’d explained that Alan had been in the basement of the antique store when it collapsed. They’d had to wait until the fire had been contained before they could clear the charred debris away to get to him. 

Alan had noted in his personnel records that if anything were to happen to him, his sister should be notified. He’d provided all the contact information for his next of kin.

That, too, had been a shocker. Alan had claimed he’d been estranged from his sister since they were teenagers. The fire department had offered to have a formal memorial, but his sister had refused and made the arrangements to have his remains shipped to a funeral parlor in her town.

Devastated, Irene had gotten the sister’s number and called to offer her condolences and to let her know how much she’d loved Alan. The woman never responded to any of the messages Irene had left.

The loving support of her sisters had helped her get through her devastating loss.

A few months later, Mason Trent wrote a follow-up article that revealed the fire that had consumed the stores near the waterfront had been caused by arson, as reported by Fire Marshal Christian McBride. The death of firefighter Alan Fields was considered a homicide. 

As soon as she’d read the article, she’d made an appointment to meet with the fire marshal. He’d been kind and appreciated her concern, but since she wasn’t a relative, he wasn’t at liberty to discuss his ongoing investigation. She’d left his office, hurt, and disappointed. On her way out of the fire station, she’d made the mistake of reading the lips of two firefighters having a conversation.

“That’s the girl Alan was involved with. He mentioned things were pretty serious between them.”

“Too late now. Captain McBride was in charge of that fire scene and knew the burn was out of control. When Alan said he was going to make sure there weren’t any vagrants in the basement of the building, the captain should’ve ordered Alan not to go in there.”

She could remember running out to her car and crying her heart out. In her mind, if Christian McBride had done his job, Alan never would have died in the fire. 

And now she was going to have to spend her sister’s bachelorette party and wedding socializing with him.
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“Daddy, pretty soon it’s going to be my birthday, and I’m going to be six!”

Christian pushed away from his desk and lifted his daughter onto his lap. He tapped his chin and faked a frown. “Really? I don’t recall you having a birthday coming up.”

“Daddy.” Evie giggled. “It’s in four weeks! I’m going to have a cupcake-decorating party, and I can invite ten friends.”

“And now you’re going to remind me what you want.”

“A do-it-yourself baking kit so we can make our own cake pops and a wireless light-up dancing mat. We can hook it up to Alexa and have dance parties.”

“Dance parties? Are you sure you’re only six and not sixteen?”

A tap on his door had them both looking up at his housekeeper. Four years ago, Amber Brogan had started working for him. With his schedule of working one twenty-four-hour shift and then having three days off, he trusted the woman to care for his daughter. She came in one other day during the week to clean and do the laundry. He knew her to be fifty-eight, and she lived with her sister in Wildwood. The seaside town was only a half-hour drive from Beacon Pointe. If he had a problem with not being able to pick up Evie from school, she was immediately available to help him out. If he knew he had a meeting, she’d spend the night to babysit Evie.

He kept it to himself that he thought her to have Betty Boop-styled hair. She preferred jeans and wore a button-down blouse over her T-shirts. He’d invited her to call him Christian, but she preferred to keep things on a professional level.

“Mr. McBride, dinner is ready. Are you sure I can’t prepare you a plate before you leave?”

“Thank you, Amber. I’ll be eating later.”

“Come on, Evie. Don’t want your dinner to get cold.”

The smile on his daughter’s face melted, and she pressed her face into his shoulder. “I don’t want you to go out. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, but this is a special party for my friend Stuart, the man who made the jungle gym in the backyard. He’s getting married, and I’m going to be in the wedding party.”

She sat up and smiled. “I remember Mr. Anderson. We went to his girlfriend’s shop that has all the duck furniture. She made me that special cradle for my dolls.”

“That’s who I’m going to see tonight. Go eat your dinner. I’ll say good night before I leave.” He watched the love of his life hurry off with her two pigtails swinging back and forth.

He checked his email one last time. He’d been a fire marshal for the county for twelve years and enjoyed the investigative part of the job. He was waiting for a forensic report on debris he’d isolated in a recent fire. A firebug was going around town setting the contents of garbage cans on fire. The last one had spread to a home, causing extensive damage. The cocky arsonist had carelessly left behind a gasoline-soaked rag that had bloodstains on it.

He closed his laptop and swiveled around in the chair, but paused before standing up. The picture of his late wife he kept on the bookshelves next to his desk caught his eye. He picked it up and stared at the face of the beautiful woman who had swept into his life like a fast-moving storm. Evie had her mother’s pearl-gray eyes and auburn hair.

He’d been introduced to Dana, vivacious and full of life, at a fundraiser for the Beacon Pointe Historical Society. She’d taken his hand and boldly announced she’d just met the man she’d been waiting for all her life.

He’d been overwhelmed and hadn’t taken her seriously. Her persistence at winning his heart had won out, and they were married ten months later. When Dana had announced she was marrying a firefighter eight years younger than her, her father had been quite boisterous in his objections. He’d blamed Christian when his daughter had died four months after giving birth to their daughter. Hoping his former father-in-law would have a change of heart about his granddaughter, Christian had emailed Dana’s father pictures every few months. After the first two years, he stopped sending them when he didn’t get any response.

“The little nugget is going to be six years old,” he said softly to Dana. “Sometimes she forgets she’s got hearing loss in her left ear, but nothing stops her. I know you risked everything to have her, and I’ll be forever grateful. I’m doing the best I can raising her alone.”

He walked down the hall to his bedroom, which was big enough to fit three king-size beds. Large windows offered an uninterrupted view of the ocean. His wife had been living in the modern, custom-built home when he’d met her. As an advertising executive, she’d done extremely well. It also had helped that her father owned the company. Dana’s life insurance had paid off the mortgage, and he’d started a college trust fund with the leftover money.

He stepped into the glass shower and let four jets of water stream upon his body. It had been a long time since he’d done something as a couple. When Stuart had asked him to be in his bridal party, he’d also let him know Irene Hennypenny would be his partner. Stuart had reminded Christian his future sister-in-law was deaf.

He’d claimed the reminder hadn’t been necessary. Irene was a hard person to forget, especially when her ire was up. She’d come into his office like an untethered wind, demanding answers about the circumstances surrounding the death of Alan Fields. An arsonist had murdered her fiancé. What were Christian and the police doing about it?

Christian had calmly explained he’d had no knowledge she was Alan’s fiancée. Then she’d blushed and said they were about to get engaged. He’d felt sorry for her and answered her questions as honestly as he could. The investigation was ongoing.

Five years later, he still didn’t have any answers. He was good at his job, and there were very few cases he couldn’t solve, but he was especially determined to solve this one, as it involved the death of a firefighter. The fire had quickly consumed the five aged structures. No matter how much water they’d shot into the flames, there’d been no stopping the fiery giant. He’d determined an accelerant had been used to make the fire hotter and enabled it to eat away at the buildings faster.

When they’d eventually gotten to Fields’s body, they’d found that the fire had consumed most of him. A number of tests determined Christian had been right about the accelerant. The arsonist had used chlorine trifluoride, which burned hot enough to eat through concrete—and cover up the perfect murder. More questions were raised.

The look on Irene Hennypenny’s face when he’d told her Alan’s death was considered a homicide was a permanent part of his memory. Now he was going to have to be a nice guy.

He dried off, looked in the mirror and combed his hair. The face staring back at him looked pretty good for a forty-five-year old. His chestnut-brown hair could use a trim. His mother had told him all the men in their family had dark brown eyes. He’d definitely carried on the tradition. He ran the electric shaver over his face, erasing the five o’clock shadow, and patted on a little aftershave, something he hadn’t used in over a year. He dressed in tan chinos, a black golf-style shirt and a brown leather jacket that complemented his Western-style boots.

He shoved his badge case in his back pocket and picked up his keys and cell phone from the dresser. “I am a nice guy. Remember to speak directly to her. She can speak, sign, and read lips, so don’t mumble anything unpleasant. Don’t piss her off. You need to ask her a favor.”

Twenty minutes later, he passed through the ornate iron arch that supported the sign for Heritage Winery. On either side were fields of grapevines that were quite naked since the fruit had been picked last month. The winery’s Grape Harvest Festival had drawn a lot of visitors. He’d joined Stuart and Virginia in a wine tasting where they’d paired different kinds of wine with chocolate and cookies. He’d never thought to pair wine with cookies, but it had been very enjoyable.

He’d become good friends with Myles Bannister, the owner who had taken over the winery four years ago. He was quite the philanthropist and an active member of the Beacon Pointe Historical Society. Christian saw him at the monthly meetings. Everyone had been shocked when Myles had revealed he was a long-lost cousin of the Holcombe/Hennypenny families.

Christian had shared with only a few people that he, too, had been searching family records, on a mission to find out more about his roots. It had come as quite a shock when Stuart had found a headstone with the name Alistair McBride in the small cemetery next to the church on the Zimmerman Homestead. The markings were faint, but legible enough to read the name. The letters in the second name below Alistair’s had deteriorated beyond recognition. The most legible date was 1875. 

He parked his truck in the parking lot and walked across the paved road to the winery’s front entrance. The owner had recently built a log-style building to hold wine tastings. Off the main front porch was an additional covered porch with a freestanding stone fireplace on the outer wall. In the winter months, glass walls were erected.

He was just about to go inside, but hesitated. Myles Bannister was walking up the road that led to the original homestead built in the mid-1800s. He was tall, slender and a very sharp dresser. In all the times Christian had been in the gentleman’s company, he’d never seen him wear jeans. Waves of russet-brown hair were longer on the top, but he’d trimmed short the silver-gray hair on the sides.

He was never seen without his silver walking stick. Christian had remarked that the black onyx handle was unique. Since they’d been alone at the time, Myles had removed the handle to display a lethal-looking knife. He’d explained that he didn’t like guns and asked Christian to keep the information to himself.

That had raised questions in Christian’s mind about Myles’s past.

“Here for the party?” Christian asked his friend.

“No, I just wanted to make sure everything was set. The Mystery Adventures event is normally held in one of the guest cottages, but I wanted to do something special for Virginia and Stuart. No one is living in the original Bannister/Holcombe homestead, and they’ll start restoration on that in a few weeks, so we’ve set up their challenge in the library. Any success in finding out more about your family history?”

“To tell you the truth, I haven’t had much time. With this arsonist starting small fires around town, I’ve been kept busy.”

“Have a good time. I’ll be the one to open the door when they solve the puzzle. See you later.”

Christian walked up the four steps to the wide-open porch and stepped inside. Knotty pine walls and hardwood floors added to the rustic ambiance. Leather couches , tables, and softly lighted lamps were grouped for private seating. A fire burned low in the fireplace on one outer wall. Tall electric candles were nestled in fall leaves and pumpkins on the thick mantel. Cornstalks hugged the natural columns that supported the cathedral ceiling.

Three employees were manning a separate counter. A wood hive held select bottles of wine for purchase. Five people were sampling wine, while others had taken advantage of the outside couches to enjoy the fire in the exterior hearth on the open porch.

Laughter at the back of the large room drew his attention. The bride and groom were surrounded by the rest of the bridal party, holding glasses of wine. Apparently, he was the last one to arrive but was relieved to see the other guys had dressed casually.

The grouping was not quite right, and he found it personally disturbing. Irene was off by herself, admiring pictures of the orchards during the different seasons of the year. Did she feel left out because she didn’t have a partner? She looked pretty in a cream-colored dress with splashes of brown accents in the fabric. Her reddish-gold hair made him think of an
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