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			Chapter 1

			The lights of The Flip Side Pancake House shone like warm beacons in the dreary darkness of the foggy March morning. The clinking of cutlery and the buzz of cheerful conversation that filled the cozy restaurant provided a stark contrast to the chilly, empty street outside. I paused by the window, relishing the fact that I was inside rather than out, but the jingling of the bell above the front door soon drew my attention.

			Fishing my pen and pad of paper out of the pocket of the red apron tied around my waist, I navigated my way across the room to approach the two newest patrons.

			“Good morning,” I greeted the elderly couple as they settled in at a table. “What can I get you?”

			“What’s happened to Leigh?” the man demanded instead of replying.

			His question didn’t surprise me. Several customers had already asked about Leigh Hunter, The Flip Side’s full-time waitress. She’d worked at the pancake house for seven years and the residents of the small seaside town of Wildwood Cove knew her well. I, on the other hand, had been there for only a couple of weeks and the locals were still getting used to me.

			“She’s had some car trouble this morning, but she’ll be here before long.” Or I hoped she would be, anyway.

			My response seemed to satisfy the elderly man, and he and his wife both ordered cups of coffee and apple cinnamon pancakes. I relayed their order to Ivan, The Flip Side’s chef, and grabbed the pot of coffee. After I poured cups of steaming dark liquid for the couple, I made the rounds, refilling several mugs. As I headed back in the direction of the kitchen, the front door opened and Leigh rushed in with a blast of bone-chillingly damp air.

			
			“I’m so sorry, Marley,” she said, shrugging out of her down jacket as she hurried toward the small back room where her locker was situated.

			“It’s fine,” I called as she disappeared from sight.

			She reappeared a minute later without her jacket and purse, her bleached-blond hair now twisted into a messy bun. She hastened in my direction, a harried air about her.

			“Relax.” I stopped by the pass-through window to the kitchen and picked up the two plates Ivan had just set on the ledge. Both were loaded with golden pancakes, sausages, and bacon. “Everything’s under control. Did you get the kids to day care all right?”

			Leigh nodded as she tied a red apron around her waist and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Kayla dragged her feet, as usual, but everyone is where they should be now.”

			“That’s good.” I wended my way over to a table by the window and set the plates down in front of two burly men dressed in jeans and thick plaid shirts, one red and one blue.

			“How’s Jimmy doing?” Ed, the one in the red shirt, asked as he poured a stream of maple syrup over his stack of pancakes.

			“Much better,” I said. “He’ll probably come home from the hospital tomorrow.”

			“It’s about time.” The comment came from Gary, Ed’s breakfast companion. He picked up his knife and fork. “Not that we don’t like seeing your smiling face every morning, Marley, but a man like Jimmy doesn’t want to be cooped up for long, even if he has had double pneumonia.”

			
			“You’re right about that,” I said, remembering my last two visits to the hospital to see my cousin Jimmy, the owner of the pancake house. “He’s been grumbling about wanting to get out of there for several days now.”

			“You won’t be heading back to Seattle right away, will you?” asked Patricia Murray, a woman seated at the next table with two teenagers, a boy and a girl. She ran the Driftwood Bed and Breakfast, situated two properties down from Jimmy’s house.

			“Not for another week.” I glanced at the half-eaten meals on Patricia’s table. “Everything all right here?”

			“Perfect,” Patricia responded. “Have you met my daughter, Sienna?” She nodded at the girl sitting next to her.

			Like her mother, Sienna had dark hair, but hers was cut in an asymmetrical bob and highlighted in plum and burgundy. She’d lined her eyes heavily in black and had a silver ring through her bottom lip, which caught the light and glinted when she smiled at me.

			“And her boyfriend, Logan,” Patricia added with a nod at the sandy-haired boy seated with them.

			“Hi,” I said to both of them.

			Although Sienna returned my greeting, Logan only flicked his eyes in my direction before returning his gaze to his plate.

			I exchanged a few more words with Patricia before heading back to the window to fetch the freshly prepared plates of apple cinnamon pancakes.

			
			As I delivered the plates to the proper table, the front door opened again, letting in another quick blast of cold morning air. I smiled when I saw that the new arrival was Lisa Morales, a woman with wavy dark hair.

			I’d arrived in Wildwood Cove two weeks earlier after taking a leave of absence from my job in Seattle to take care of Cousin Jimmy’s business while he was in the hospital. Although I’d learned the names of many of The Flip Side’s regular customers, Lisa was the one with whom I’d hit it off the most. That probably had to do with the fact that we were the same age (thirty-three) and both worked as legal assistants.

			“Morning.” I sent a smile and a wave in her direction. “Sit anywhere you like. Coffee to start?”

			“Please.”

			I smiled again at the eagerness behind that one word. It hadn’t taken me long to figure out that Lisa was one of those people who didn’t feel right until she had at least one good dose of caffeine in the morning.

			As I grabbed the coffeepot, a party of four got up from their table and headed toward the counter near the front door. I almost changed directions to head for the cash register, but Leigh waved me off.

			“I’ll take care of it.”

			As she accepted payment for the four meals, I approached the small table by one of the front windows where Lisa had ensconced herself.

			“How are you today?” Lisa asked as I filled her mug with coffee.

			“Pretty good. How about you?”

			“Chilled to the bone. That fog sure is thick this morning. I’m glad I live close enough to work to walk there. I could hardly see ten feet in front of me on the way over here.”

			
			“Get some of that coffee into you and you’ll soon warm up.”

			She wrapped her hands around the hot mug. “Do you have time for a chat?”

			I surveyed the restaurant. Although about half the tables were occupied, there didn’t seem to be anything I needed to attend to immediately. With Leigh now here, I could probably sneak in a minute or two of downtime.

			I set the coffeepot on the table and slipped into the chair across from Lisa. “What’s up?”

			She let out a heavy sigh and I was surprised to see her brown eyes fill with tears. “It’s been a rough couple of days.”

			“Why?” I asked, concerned. “Has something happened?”

			“My brother Carlos is in the hospital.” Lisa pulled a paper napkin from the dispenser and dabbed at her eyes. “He’s going to be okay, but he was beaten up pretty badly.”

			“Beaten up?” I echoed, surprised.

			“He owed some guy money for drugs.” Lisa shook her head, blinking back more tears. “He started hanging out with a bad crowd in his late teens and now he can’t seem to stay out of trouble. I’ve tried to help him, but he doesn’t want anybody’s help.”

			I reached across the table and gave her arm a quick squeeze. “I’m so sorry.”

			She drew in a shaky breath. “Thanks. I didn’t mean to get all teary-eyed. It’s just hard to keep it all inside.”

			
			“Of course it is.”

			Lisa dabbed at her eyes again and tried to smile. “Anyway, how are you managing? This is a popular place. You must be run off your feet half the time.”

			“It’s been an adventure, but I’m enjoying every minute of it.”

			“Even though you have to work with Ivan the Terrible?”

			“He’s gruff, but I think his bark is worse than his bite.” I sent a quick glance in the direction of the kitchen where the burly, grim-faced chef was working. “Besides, his food is amazing and Jimmy swears he’s a good guy.”

			“Having never spoken to him, I can’t attest to his character,” Lisa said. “I’ll have to take Jimmy’s word on that. But as for his cooking, I have ample personal knowledge of its excellence.”

			“Speaking of cooking,” Leigh said, stopping on her way past the table. “What will it be this morning, Lisa?”

			Lisa snatched the laminated menu from between the salt and pepper shakers and ran her eyes over it. “I probably shouldn’t, but I’ll go with the mocha mascarpone crêpes.”

			“Never a bad choice,” I assured her.

			“Not for my taste buds,” she agreed, “but my waistline might be another story.”

			Leigh waved off that concern. “Nonsense, honey, you’ve got nothing to worry about there. The crêpes won’t be long,” she added before heading toward the kitchen.

			My eyes moved to the front door as two more new arrivals escaped the fog and dampness of the outdoors and took refuge in the warmth of the pancake house. I was about to push my chair back and get to work when Lisa leaned forward and spoke in a low voice.

			
			“As much as I’m sure Jimmy wants to get back to normal, I bet he doesn’t mind not having to serve Goldie for a while.”

			“Who?”

			Lisa nodded discreetly in the direction of the short, plump woman who’d just entered with a young man. “Goldie Krantz. Jimmy’s lady friend.”

			My eyebrows shot up. “Really?” In all my visits to the hospital over the past couple of weeks, Jimmy had never mentioned a lady friend.

			“Ex–lady friend, to be more accurate,” Lisa said before taking a sip of her coffee. “He cut her loose a few weeks back. Good choice, if you ask me.”

			“Interesting.” My eyes followed Goldie and the tall, angular man with her as they settled into chairs at a table across the room.

			As soon as they were seated, my focus shifted momentarily. With a party of three ready to pay for their meals and more patrons arriving, I knew I couldn’t linger any longer. “I’d better get back to work, but you can always call me if you need someone to talk to.”

			“Thanks, Marley.”

			Stopping to top up a couple of coffee mugs on the way, I headed over to Goldie’s table, surreptitiously studying her and her companion on my way. I guessed that Goldie was in her mid-fifties or so. Definitely a few years younger than Jimmy, anyway. Her short, spiky hair had been dyed a sickly shade of yellow-brown and she wore several rings on her pudgy fingers. As for the young man, I presumed him to be her adult son, and there was something odd about him. Even as Goldie spoke to him, his gaze slid from side to side in a way I could only describe as shifty. As I approached their table, he eyed me up and down, making my skin crawl.

			
			“Morning,” I said, suppressing a shudder. “How are you today?”

			“Oh, we’re fine, aren’t we, Jonah?” The shifty-eyed young man nodded, but Goldie wasn’t paying him any attention. She fingered the chunky beads of her necklace. “But of course I’ll feel so much better when Jimmy’s back here with us where he belongs. Wildwood Cove isn’t quite the same without him.”

			“No, it’s not,” I agreed. “But hopefully he’ll be back to his old self before long.”

			“That will be wonderful. The poor man was so weak and unlike the Jimmy I know when I visited him last week in the hospital.”

			“You went by to see him?” That surprised me, considering that Lisa had described Goldie as Jimmy’s ex. I did my best to hide my confusion. “That was nice of you.”

			“Anything for dear Jimmy.” She smiled, her eyes growing distant. “I took him flowers and my special homemade raisin pecan cookies. He does so love my raisin pecan cookies.”

			That struck me as rather odd since, as I remembered, Jimmy detested raisins. But it wasn’t just Goldie’s declaration about Jimmy’s food preferences that struck me as strange. The woman herself seemed phony, like she was putting on some sort of act without any dramatic ability to back it up. Her lines sounded rehearsed, and her emotions lacked any real depth.

			
			I managed to maintain my professional cheeriness, however, and took down their orders—blueberry crumble pancakes for Goldie and bacon cheddar waffles for Jonah. I left them with full coffee mugs and retreated across the dining area to relay their order to Ivan.

			Although I was usually grateful for the fact that so many locals chose to eat at the pancake house—even if the booming business did equal exhaustion for me some days—I wouldn’t be disappointed to see the backs of Goldie and Jonah once they finished up their meals and left. This was the first time I’d seen them at The Flip Side, but already Jonah had creeped me out and Goldie had left a bad taste in my mouth.

			What Cousin Jimmy had possibly seen in such a woman, I didn’t know.

			Maybe I’d ask.

			If things went well, he’d be out of the hospital and back home at his beachfront house the very next day. Once he was settled, I’d ask him to fill me in on his relationship with Goldie Krantz, because that was a mystery I knew I couldn’t solve on my own.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			As the clock ticked past eight, the pancake house only grew busier with the daily before-work crowd. When I’d first taken over the reins of the small restaurant, the number of patrons who came in each day had surprised me. The town of Wildwood Cove was so small that I didn’t understand how there could be a large enough population to support the business outside of the tourist season. But I’d underestimated the loyalty of the regular customers, as well as the lure of Ivan’s scrumptious cooking.

			The burly chef with his buzz cut, tattoos, and a face constantly set in a glower had intimidated the heck out of me when I’d first arrived. Actually, he still did, but not quite as much as during my first few days. I’d since learned to stay out of his way and that seemed to help keep his wrath contained, although his gruffness never wavered. His breakfasts, however, couldn’t be faulted.

			Although I’d spent many a summer in Wildwood Cove when I was growing up, those visits had slowed to a trickle in my mid-teens after Jimmy’s wife, Grace, passed away. After that, my mom and I had come over to the Olympic Peninsula for a long weekend here and there, but my extended visits became a thing of the past.

			Over the last decade, my visits had become even more infrequent. In the seven years the pancake house had been open, I’d never had a chance to visit it, so I’d walked into a completely new situation when I’d booked time off work, packed my bags, and left Seattle for the quaint seaside town.

			
			Now, two weeks later, I almost dreaded the time when I’d have to return to my job as a legal assistant at Henning, Blair & Bates. I didn’t exactly dislike my job at the law firm, but now that I’d had a taste of overseeing a restaurant in a small town, switching back to my normal life wouldn’t be easy.

			I’d learned in short order that The Flip Side was more than just a pancake house. Although less than a decade old, the restaurant had become a fixture in Wildwood Cove, a cozy gathering place where people could count on seeing friendly, familiar faces and catch up on the latest news, all while enjoying Ivan’s heavenly creations. There was a sense of community that I’d noticed right away and it made my somewhat lonely life in Seattle seem even lonelier by contrast. I had friends in the city, of course, but I didn’t see as much of them as I once had, now that some of them had kids and busy schedules to juggle.

			Though I was still something of an outsider in this town, The Flip Side’s regulars had made me feel welcome, and I enjoyed the warm and friendly atmosphere. I didn’t want to leave this new life, even if it did get hectic at times. Like right at this moment.

			As I jotted down a new order, the phone rang. At the same time, another cluster of hungry customers arrived and two diners got up to pay. Leigh grabbed the phone while I directed the newcomers to an open table and gathered up dirty dishes from the most recently vacated one.

			On my way back from depositing the dirty dishes in the kitchen, Leigh caught my arm.

			“That was Jimmy on the phone.”

			
			Concern knotted in my chest. “Is he all right?”

			“Right as rain, from the sound of things. He says he can’t stand to stay in the hospital another day, so he’s already discharged himself.”

			“What? Without the doctor’s say-so?”

			“You know Jimmy.”

			Yes, I did. And that sounded true to his character. I glanced at the clock on the wall and then to the tables of hungry townsfolk. “Did you remind him that we’re in the middle of the morning rush? I can’t possibly skip out on you now to drive to Port Angeles to get him.”

			Leigh grabbed three plates full of waffles from the kitchen window. “He said to tell you not to worry. He’s taking a taxi and he’ll see you at the house later.” She hurried off across the restaurant to deliver the waffles.

			I remained where I stood for a moment, still digesting Jimmy’s message. As glad as I was that he was on his way home, I hoped he hadn’t jeopardized his recovery by leaving the hospital before he was ready. Plus, the fact that he planned to take a taxi puzzled me. He’d once told me that he didn’t trust taxi drivers because a drunk one had killed his best friend decades ago.

			There wasn’t much I could do about Cousin Jimmy at the moment, though. I had too many other things to take care of.

			With a fresh pot of coffee in hand, I made the rounds for the umpteenth time that morning, refilling mugs and ensuring that everyone was satisfied with their meals. A good-looking dark-haired man in his late thirties sat alone at the last table I approached. I’d brought him a plate of maple pecan pancakes and sausages earlier and he was now more than halfway through his breakfast, munching on his pancakes as he read the latest edition of Wildwood Cove’s community newspaper.

			
			“How’s everything here?” I asked as I stopped beside his table.

			He glanced up from the paper. “Good, thanks.”

			I held up the coffeepot. “Would you like a refill?”

			“Sounds good.” He nudged his mug toward me. “You’re Marley, right?”

			“That’s right.” I stopped the stream of coffee going into his mug. “You were in here once early last week.”

			“Good memory.” He grinned and offered me a hand. “Michael Downes.”

			“Nice to meet you,” I said as I shook his hand.

			“You’re from Seattle?”

			“Good guess.”

			He grinned again. “Not really. Small-town grapevine. Are you planning on sticking around?”

			“Only until Jimmy’s back on his feet. Then I have to get back to my own job in the city.”

			“How is Jimmy? Will he be back anytime soon?”

			“Hopefully. He was supposed to get out of the hospital in the next day or so, but—”

			A clatter and a gasp snatched my attention away from Michael. A woman had knocked over her freshly filled coffee mug, sending dark liquid splashing over the entire table and dripping down to the floor.

			“Uh-oh.” I flashed an apologetic smile at Michael. “Excuse me.”

			Leigh was already on her way over to the spill zone, cloths in hand. I rushed over to help her mop up the mess and to assure the embarrassed diner that there was no real harm done. When the coffee was all cleaned up and calm had been restored, I accepted payment from another group of customers and exchanged goodbyes with them as they stepped out into the fog.

			
			As I stacked up dirty dishes, I glanced over in Michael’s direction to gauge how he was doing with his meal. He still had half a pancake and one sausage left on his plate, but he was currently ignoring his food, his attention focused on whatever he was reading in the newspaper.

			A second later, he dropped the paper on the table and pushed his chair back. Getting to his feet, he took some bills out of his wallet and tossed them on the table. After grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair, he strode toward the door, his face intense. I opened my mouth to wish him a good day, but he was gone before I could get the words out.

			“Where’s the fire?” Leigh asked as the door shut behind him.

			I shrugged and hoisted up the stack of dirty dishes to transport them to the kitchen. “Looks like things are finally slowing down out there,” I said to Ivan as I got rid of my load of dishes.

			The chef grunted without so much as flicking his eyes in my direction. Not that I had expected anything else. I made a quick exit from his domain and returned to the dining area where only a handful of customers now sat, making their way through their meals.

			As I cleaned and tidied the recently vacated tables, I picked up the community newspaper left on the table Michael had occupied. On my way to return it to the selection of papers near the door, I ran my eyes over the stories on the front page. Below the fold, a short column caught my eye. Although it didn’t provide much in the way of details and listed no names, I knew it was about Lisa’s brother Carlos. The targeted assault had taken place in Port Angeles and the victim had suffered broken ribs, a broken jaw, and extensive bruising, all because of a drug debt.

			
			A pang of sympathy stung my heart. Poor Lisa. It had to be agonizing for her to see what her brother was going through and to have all her offers of help refused. Hopefully he wouldn’t get into any more trouble, but with drugs involved, I knew that was unlikely.

			Leaving the paper by the door, I returned to my duties, trying to push thoughts of Lisa’s brother out of my mind. The next couple of hours passed fairly quietly and then the lunch rush was upon us. But once that crowd dwindled, the end of the workday was in sight. A quick glance out of the window showed me that the day had brightened, the thick fog finally burning off to reveal blue sky and sunshine. Maybe once I took care of a few office tasks, I could enjoy a walk on the beach.

			Wildwood Beach had always been one of my favorite places in the world. The salty sea air and the sound of crashing waves settled my mind and brought me a sense of peace. As long as I was staying here on the Olympic Peninsula, I wanted to take some time to soak in the sights and sounds of the beach.

			I couldn’t do so quite yet, however. It was almost two o’clock—closing time—but it would take me at least an hour to get the place sufficiently in order so I could leave for the day.

			After I saw the last customers out of the restaurant, I set about washing down the tables while Leigh stepped outside to talk to her husband on her cellphone. I was alone in the dining area, scrubbing at a stubborn puddle of syrup on one of the tables, when the door opened and someone entered the restaurant.

			
			“Sorry, we just closed,” I said as I glanced up.

			I froze when I saw a guy with curly blond hair standing inside the door. He grinned at me and a rush of memories flooded my mind.

			Blissful summer days spent at the beach. A major crush. Hopes of a first kiss. Eyes the striking deep blue of a bold summer sky.

			Eyes currently focused on me.

			“That’s all right,” he said, still grinning. “I didn’t come to eat.”

			I realized I was staring at him. Heat rushing to my cheeks, I scrubbed harder at the blob of dried syrup in an attempt to cover the awkwardness that had suddenly taken over me.

			“No?” I said as I scoured the table.

			“No.” He paused, but I kept my attention focused on the syrup. “Need some help with that?”

			I glanced up again. The amusement on his face only made my cheeks warmer.

			“No, thank you.” The last speck of syrup released its grip on the tabletop and I stopped scrubbing.

			“You don’t recognize me.”

			I dropped the cloth on the table and swept a tangle of brown curls out of my face, trying to buy myself some time to gather my wits. I didn’t want him to know how untrue that statement was, how I’d thought about him several times over the years, and many more times since my recent arrival in Wildwood Cove. The temptation to ask the locals about him had been almost too much to resist, but fear had held me back. I didn’t want to know if he was now married, or if he’d turned into a lazy drunk.

			
			Looking at him now, though, I could see that I didn’t have to worry about the latter. No lazy drunk had ever looked as good as he did. My eyes strayed to his left hand. No ring.

			My heart flip-flopped.

			“Brett Collins,” he said, apparently taking my silence as confirmation. “About eighteen years ago, you were staying in town with Jimmy during the summer and hung out with some of us local kids from time to time.”

			“Of course.” A smile took shape on my face as I shook off my surprise and the worst of my awkwardness. “Holy buckets. It’s been a while.”

			“You can say that again.”

			“How did you know I was here?”

			“News gets around in this town,” he said. “I’d have come by sooner, but I was out of town for a couple of weeks. Just got back yesterday.”

			I tried not to get distracted by his blue eyes, or by the fact that he’d gained several inches of height and a good deal of muscle over the years. Time had been kind to him.

			His amused grin had made a comeback and heat returned to my cheeks as I realized I was staring at him again. I forced myself to blink.

			“Sorry,” I said with a shake of my head. “You caught me by surprise.”

			
			“I hadn’t noticed.”

			“Ha.” My smile broadened.

			The front door flew open and Leigh burst into the pancake house, her cheeks flushed.

			“Leigh?” I said as she came to an abrupt stop, staring at me and Brett with wide eyes.

			“Jimmy,” she gasped.

			“He’s here?” I almost smiled again, but the expression faltered when only half-formed.

			Leigh’s expression was one of shock, maybe even horror. It definitely wasn’t one of happiness at seeing her boss home from the hospital.

			A sickening lump of fear settled into my stomach. “What’s wrong?”

			“Myler’s Point,” she said, still short of breath. “On the rocks. I called 911.”

			The weight in my stomach grew heavier. I bolted past Brett to the front door, bursting out into the sunshine. The pancake house opened out onto a paved promenade that ran along the top of the beach. Darting around a woman pushing a double stroller, I pounded across the promenade and jumped up onto a log. To my left, Wildwood Beach curved toward a rocky point. Shading my eyes from the sun, I peered out in that direction.

			Almost right away, something caught my eye—a fleck of white among the black rocks.

			My heart pounding, I leaped down from the log and jogged across the beach toward the point. My green Converse sneakers sank in the soft sand, making swift progress difficult, but I pressed onward.

			
			As I drew closer to the rocks, the white object took on more definition. It looked like a person, a person in a white T-shirt, sprawled in the cleft between two sharp rocks.

			A strangled sound escaped my throat and I kicked up my pace, my feet slipping and sliding in the sand. My right foot sank and twisted to the side. I fell, landing on my hands and knees, sending a hermit crab skittering beneath the nearest piece of driftwood. I scrambled back to my feet, fear and desperation humming along every nerve in my body.

			“Marley, wait.” Brett jogged up from behind and took my arm as I was about to resume my run toward the rocks. “Let me.”

			Maybe it was something in his voice that made me let him go ahead. Or maybe it was the expression I’d seen on Leigh’s face back at the pancake house.

			I trailed behind Brett as he jogged across the last stretch of sand and climbed up onto the rocks. I waited down below, my heart beating so hard that I thought it might burst out of my chest.

			Brett moved over the rocks with the ease of someone who’d climbed them hundreds of times over the years. When he reached the unmoving figure, he stopped and crouched down. I waited, my throat tight, nausea churning my stomach.

			Seconds later, Brett turned away from the prone figure and worked his way over the rocks toward me. His grave expression spoke volumes.

			“It’s Jimmy, isn’t it?” I said as he jumped down to the sand.

			Brett answered with a grim nod.

			I put a hand to my mouth. “Is he okay?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

			
			Brett’s blue eyes were somber when they met mine.

			“I’m so sorry, Marley,” he said. “Jimmy’s dead.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3

			I sank down on the nearest rock, my legs too shaky to support me.

			“Are you sure?” I asked, even though I knew in my heart that Cousin Jimmy was gone.

			“I’m sure.”

			Dazed, I shook my head, unable to comprehend how this could have happened. “What was he doing all the way out here? I don’t understand.”

			Jimmy’s house was at the opposite end of the cove. Had he decided to go for a walk on the beach upon arriving home and then…what? Collapsed from weakness and exhaustion?

			I raised my eyes to meet Brett’s. “Did he get washed up on the rocks by the tide? Did he drown?”

			“I don’t think he drowned. He’s above the high water mark. I think maybe he got there from up above.”

			My gaze zeroed in on the point. On this side of the landmark, a slope of boulders provided a way up and down for the agile and adventurous, but at its tip a sheer cliff dropped down twenty-five feet or so to the jagged rocks below.

			I closed my eyes as another wave of nausea hit me, accompanied by a deep ache in my chest. Had he fallen off the cliff? Had he died instantly or had he suffered all alone until finally succumbing to his injuries? What was he doing up on the point in the first place?

			Those questions circled around and around in my head.

			I opened my eyes and stared out at the ocean. The tide was on its way out, gentle waves lapping at the wet sand. The surface of the water glittered with sunlight. Everything seemed so peaceful, so beautiful. Yet, steps away, the shadow of death lingered.

			
			I shivered, suddenly chilled, only in part because of the proximity of Jimmy’s body. Although bright and dazzling, the March sunshine wasn’t quite warm enough to ward off the cool nip in the sea air, and goosebumps rose on my bare arms. It occurred to me that Jimmy must have been cold in his short-sleeved shirt, but then I remembered he could no longer feel anything, not the wind or the sun. I had to struggle to breathe through that thought, my throat constricting before relaxing again.

			Rubbing my arms, I stood up, mentally preparing myself for what I was about to do. Even though I didn’t want to confront the reality set out on the black rocks, I climbed up onto the nearest boulder.

			“Marley, are you sure you want go up there?” Brett asked with concern, reaching up to rest his hand on my wrist.

			“I need to,” I said.

			His hand fell away from mine and I stepped across to the next boulder. I stopped there, Jimmy’s body a few feet away from me but clearly visible. A wave of dizziness hit me and I had to rest my hand on a neighboring rock to keep myself from falling.

			Jimmy was on his stomach, his face turned away from me. He was so still, so lifeless, that I didn’t need to check for a pulse to know Brett wasn’t mistaken. Not wanting to remember Cousin Jimmy that way, I decided I’d seen enough. But as I turned to make my way back down to the sand, tiny sparkles of light drew my attention.

			Staying on the same rock, I leaned forward for a closer look at the back of Jimmy’s white T-shirt. The bottom of it was stained with blood but near his left shoulder, tiny flecks glinted silver and red in the sunlight.

			
			Glitter?

			I couldn’t make sense of that. I couldn’t make sense of much of anything at the moment.

			Forcing my eyes away from Jimmy’s body, I made my way down to the sand and settled on the same rock as before.

			Leigh came up behind me and rested a hand on my shoulder. “I asked Ivan to lock up when he leaves.”

			I tried to thank her, but my throat burned too much to speak.

			“I’m so sorry, Marley.” She had tears in her eyes.

			I reached up and gave her hand a quick squeeze. Swallowing against the burning sensation in my throat, I forced a question out. “How did you find him?”

			“I walked down to the beach while I was on the phone with Greg. I noticed someone lying on the rocks and took a closer look. As soon as I realized it was Jimmy…” She blinked against the tears welling in her eyes.

			I gave her hand another squeeze and then closed my eyes and focused on the scent of the salty air, the sound of the waves breaking against a sandbar, trying to seek some comfort from the beach I’d loved for as long as I could remember. But my thoughts didn’t stop spinning and the ache in my chest didn’t wane.

			Cousin Jimmy was dead.

			Stubborn, fun-loving Jimmy was gone forever.

			
			A burning sensation in my eyes joined the one in my throat. A tear escaped from my left eye and trickled down my cheek. I wiped it away with the back of my hand.

			Brett sat down next to me and Leigh found a nearby rock to settle on. We stayed quiet, waiting. Again, I focused on the scent of the salty sea breeze, on breathing in and out. A seagull landed on a nearby log and happy, indistinct voices carried across the cove to us from three children who ran across the wet sand toward the receding water line.

			The world went on without a pause, as if nothing had changed. But my world had changed. My already small family had lost another member, and I wondered, not for the first time, if I were destined to lose everyone I loved.

			After several minutes had passed, Brett stood up and touched a hand to my shoulder. “They’re here.”

			I followed his line of sight. Two paramedics and two men from the sheriff’s office stood at the top of the rocks. They’d driven into the public picnic area on the point and were now working their way down the rocks on foot. Brett pointed in Jimmy’s direction and stood watching as they closed in on the spot.

			Unable to bear watching as they examined Jimmy’s body, I left the others behind and walked down toward the water. I picked my way across a strip of pebbly rocks and onto a wet sandbar. My sneakers left shallow depressions in the sand and a clam spat at me when I stepped near its clam hole. When I reached the water’s edge, I stopped and stared out at the horizon.

			The San Juan Islands were visible to the north and to the east, Mount Baker. Puffy white clouds had gathered around the mountain, but above me the sky was clear and blue, the morning’s fog long gone. The beauty of the world around me was such a sharp contrast to the turmoil within my head and heart.

			
			Drawing in a deep breath, I turned away from the ocean and slowly followed my footprints back toward the dry sand.

			Brett met me there, a small crease between his eyebrows. “Why don’t you and Leigh go back to the restaurant? My uncle Ray is the sheriff. I’ll tell him where you’ve gone. He’ll want to talk to you, but that doesn’t have to happen here.”

			“All right,” I said, finding my voice.

			I glanced up at the rocks. One of the men from the sheriff’s office, the younger of the two, remained perched over Jimmy’s body. The other had climbed back up to the grassy area above the rocks along with the paramedics. My eyes flicked back to Jimmy’s body, but then I forced them away.

			They came to rest on an emerald-green feather dancing about on the breeze. It drifted down toward me and I reached out and caught it.

			Green was Jimmy’s favorite color.

			Swallowing back an ever-growing lump in my throat, I tucked the feather into the pocket of my jeans.

			Leigh hooked her arm through mine and together we walked slowly back along the beach toward the pancake house. When we stepped inside, Leigh locked the door behind us and made sure that the CLOSED sign was showing in the window. I stood a few feet from the doorway, staring ahead of me without seeing much of anything.

			
			Jimmy, gone forever.

			I couldn’t seem to process that.

			I blinked and finally took in the sight before me.

			One entire wall of the pancake house was made of stone and featured a giant fireplace with a log mantel. Together with the dark exposed beams running overhead, the white ceiling, and the dark flooring, it gave The Flip Side a rustic yet warm and welcoming atmosphere.

			The first time I’d stepped inside, although nervous about taking care of the place in Jimmy’s absence, I’d immediately felt comfortable. Maybe it was the cozy decor or the friendly people, or possibly a combination of the two. I didn’t know for sure, but something about the pancake house had put me at ease.

			But now Jimmy, the heart of The Flip Side, was gone.

			What would happen to the restaurant? To Leigh and Ivan?

			My mind stalled, as if too numb to cope with such questions.

			“I can make you a cup of tea, if you’d like,” Leigh offered.

			“Actually, I think I’d rather go to Jimmy’s house,” I said.

			As much as I loved the pancake house, the news of Jimmy’s death would travel quickly through Wildwood Cove and I didn’t like the thought of curious townsfolk showing up to peer in through the windows or knock at the door, hoping for more details about the tragedy.

			“Do you want me to come with you?” Leigh asked.

			“Thanks, but I’ll be all right. Will you let the others know where I’ve gone?”

			“Of course.”

			I tried my best to smile but only managed a slight trembling of my lips. “Thanks, Leigh.”

			
			After a quick stop in the back office to grab my tote bag and switch my apron for my favorite blue hoodie, I set off along the promenade in the opposite direction from Myler’s Point, not looking back. Numbness had seeped into my mind, but I couldn’t say the same for the rest of me. The ache deep in my chest remained and tears burned in my eyes. The light wind had an edge to it, and I shivered as it played with my hair and cut through my jeans and hoodie.

			When I reached the edge of town, the promenade curved away from the shoreline and came to an end at the nearest road. I continued on in the same direction, leaving the pavement for the sand, the ocean on my left and a grove of Douglas fir trees on my right. As I walked by, a chipmunk darted up a tree trunk, pausing to chatter at me once it was safely off the ground. Overhead, birds chirped and twittered, the sounds familiar and comforting.

			Beyond the grove of trees, Jimmy’s house came into view, situated only a stone’s throw from the beach. The sight of it brought me a sense of relief, of sanctuary. I’d always loved Cousin Jimmy’s house. The rambling blue-and-white Victorian had such a quaint and whimsical character, with gingerbread trim, covered porches at the front and back, and a two-story tower situated in one front corner. As a child, I’d spent hours reading on one of the cozy window seats or sifting through dusty treasures in the attic, and the spectacular ocean views never got old.

			Memories of summers long past spent with Cousin Jimmy and his late wife, Grace, rushed to the forefront of my mind, vivid and almost overwhelming. I blinked back tears and climbed over a log to approach the house. When I spotted Jimmy’s orange tabby cat, Flapjack, sitting in one of the back windows, my tears spilled out onto my cheeks.

			
			Never again would Jimmy come home to his cat, to his house. Never again would his laughter or irrepressible spirit fill the Victorian.

			My tears were about to get the best of me when something moved over by Jimmy’s detached workshop, catching my eye. I stopped and took a closer look. A man was loitering by the workshop, his back to me. I wiped away my tears and struck off in his direction.

			“Excuse me,” I called out as I drew closer to him.

			He turned in my direction and ambled up to meet me, his hands in the pockets of jeans that needed a good cycle through a washing machine. I guessed him to be in his early twenties. His messy brown hair flopped over his forehead and he regarded me with hooded brown eyes.

			“Can I help you with something?” I asked.

			He shrugged lazily. “Nah.”

			“This is private property.”

			“Chill out. I’m not doing any harm.”

			I so wasn’t in the mood to deal with a rude trespasser. “Please leave,” I said in a terse voice.

			He didn’t move. “You know the owner or something?”

			“Yes. I’m related to him. Who are you?”

			“Daryl.” He didn’t offer any further information.

			I didn’t like the way he stared at me. His eyes were so blank that they were far more chilling than the March sea breeze.

			“Do you have a reason for being here, Daryl?” My annoyance was about to bubble over, overshadowing the spike of fear that had troubled me seconds earlier.

			
			He shrugged again. “Just taking a shortcut back to the road.”

			That didn’t explain why he was hanging around the workshop rather than following the driveway out to Wildwood Road.

			“I’d appreciate it if you’d leave.”

			He seemed unmoved by my words. “ ’Kay, sure. Whatever.”

			Without a flicker of any emotion on his face, he sauntered off toward the road. I stood and waited, watching until he’d left the property. Only once I was sure he was gone did I turn around and head back to the house.

			As I crossed over the sparse grass, I noted the presence of Jimmy’s green truck parked next to my little blue hatchback. It hadn’t moved in the two weeks since I’d arrived. So how had Jimmy managed to get all the way to the opposite end of the cove?

			Before I could consider that question any further, I spotted Brett heading up the beach toward me. I paused, waiting for him to approach.

			“Are you okay?” he asked when he met me at the steps leading up to the back porch.

			“Yes,” I said, although I didn’t know if that was true. The shock of finding Jimmy dead hadn’t yet worn off, and Daryl had only made things worse by creeping me out with his staring. “Do you know a guy named Daryl? Not quite six feet tall, a little on the skinny side, brown hair?”

			“Sounds like Daryl Willis. Why?”

			I climbed the stairs to the porch. “I found him hanging around Jimmy’s workshop. It was a bit weird.” I sank into a porch chair.

			
			Brett sat in the chair next to me. “Did he say what he was doing?”

			“He said he was taking a shortcut to the road, but I’m not sure I believe him.”

			“Did he give you any trouble?”

			“Not really. But I hope he doesn’t come back.”

			“If he causes any problems, let me know and I’ll have a word with him. Or with Michael.”

			“Michael?”

			“Michael Downes. Do you know him?”

			“I met him this morning at The Flip Side,” I said.

			“Daryl and his girlfriend, Tina, rent a room from him. Daryl seems to view Michael as an older brother of sorts.”

			I nodded, but I was too distracted to fully register his words. I could hear a car approaching the house.

			“That’ll be Ray,” Brett said, getting to his feet.

			I stood up too and rubbed my arms. Even with my hoodie on, the weather wasn’t quite warm enough for sitting outside. As
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