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      Anna glanced at the strawberry ice cream cone clock on the wall.

      It was 12:15, which meant that Jack was already fifteen minutes late. This was not like Anna’s sixteen-year-old employee. Jack had proven himself to be a responsible teenager over the four months since Anna opened her ice cream shop, Bella’s Dream, in the coastal Massachusetts town of Seagull Cove.

      As much as Anna tried to push it aside, a feeling that something wasn’t right settled into her chest.

      Anna’s cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out with lighting speed. Jack’s name had popped onto her screen.

      “Hey, Jack. Where are you? Is everything okay?”

      “I’m so sorry, Anna, but I woke up with a bad case of the flu this morning. I planned to call, but I fell back asleep and just woke up. I’m not going to be able to help you with the hot fudge sundae bar at that party this afternoon. I would try to find a replacement, but I think I’m too sick to even do that, and it’s probably too late, anyway. I’m so sorry for the last-minute notice.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Jack. I hope you feel…” Anna started to say before Jack cut her off.

      “I have to go. Right now!”

      Anna was about to say, “Feel better soon,” but Jack disconnected the call before she could get the words out.

      She tried not to panic. She could do this alone if she absolutely had to.

      At least she hoped she could. It was her first hot fudge sundae bar, and she really could use an extra set of hands.

      “Hey, Anna, you look as white as a ghost. Are you okay?” She hadn’t noticed Kathy, one of her staff members, standing a short distance away. A recently retired executive assistant, Kathy was good at thinking under pressure. Maybe she could help.

      “Remember that anniversary party this afternoon?”

      “The one celebrating Allie and Jackson’s first anniversary? Aren’t you hosting a hot-fudge sundae bar at that party?” Allie and Jackson were regulars at Bella’s Dream, so most of the staff knew them.

      “Yes. I’m supposed to be set up and ready to go by 2:00. Jack was supposed to help me, but he just called to tell me that he has a bad case of the flu.”

      “Yikes. Do you want me to help you, instead?”

      Anna looked at her other two employees. Ethan and Sarah were both in high school, and Anna liked to have three employees in the shop, including one adult, on weekends. And it was shaping up to be a sunny day. The busy summer season was over, so she dropped down to two employees on weekdays, but weekends could still get busy. People came from far and wide to enjoy the New England fall foliage. “I don’t think so, Kathy. I need you here. It’s a beautiful October Saturday, and it’s bound to get busy.”

      “It will be hard to find a replacement for Jack on such short notice. Too bad Velma’s at a wedding. Can you manage the sundae bar by yourself?” Kathy asked.

      “I suppose I’ll have to. But it’s my first one, so I thought it would go more smoothly with two people. Besides, there’s a lot of stuff to lug in and out of Allie’s and Jackson’s house.”

      “I can help,” came a voice from across the counter.

      Anna turned around to find Todd Devonshire, one of her regular customers, grinning in her direction.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear. I just finished meeting with a client, and I have the rest of the afternoon free. I’d be happy to lend a hand.” Todd was a financial planner who lived in nearby Gloucester. He had several clients in Seagull Cove, and whenever he came to town for a meeting, he would make it a point to stop in Bella’s Dream for an ice cream. Velma thought it had more to do with his interest in Anna than in ice cream. Todd was cute. And charming. But Anna had more than enough to do with a new business and her search for her sister. Investing in a new relationship wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon.

      “I can’t ask you to give up a Saturday afternoon to help me run a hot fudge sundae bar.” But even as she spoke those words, Anna had a feeling she was going to ask, anyway. Fortunately, Todd made it easy.

      “You didn’t ask. I offered. Besides, it’s not like I’m doing it for free. I will expect payment in the form of a hot fudge sundae,” he said with a wink.

      “I would be forever grateful,” Anna said in relief.

      “It’s my pleasure. Just tell me what to do.”

      Anna led Todd into the supply room, where the previous evening she had filled plastic boxes with jars of toppings and paper goods in order to save time today.

      “You can start by helping me load these supplies into my car,” Anna said. “Allie and Jackson have a second freezer in their basement, so I brought the ice cream over last night.”

      Anna and Todd each grabbed two boxes and brought them to the alley out back, where Anna had parked her car.

      “This one smells delicious,” Todd said, pulling the box to his nose and breathing in the sweet scents.

      “You’ve got one of the boxes with the dry toppings. I got off easy with the paper goods,” Anna chuckled.

      Anna filled one more box with items from the refrigerator, then they piled the rest of the boxes into Anna’s backseat and trunk and drove across town to Jackson’s and Allie’s home. Anna glanced at the clock on her dashboard. “We’re just on time. Guests should be in the middle of lunch now, so that will give us enough time to set up before they are ready for dessert. I can’t thank you enough, Todd. Without your help, I would have been late.”

      “Don’t mention it. This was a fun change to my afternoon plans. I’m glad to see you’re branching out and getting creative with business opportunities. Hosting sundae bars at events like this is a great idea to expand your business now that the summer foot traffic has died down on Main Street.”

      “It came about spontaneously. Jackson and Allie, the guests of honor, were in my shop a couple of weeks ago talking about their first anniversary party. So, I pitched the idea of a hot fudge sundae bar, and they loved it. I’ve never done it before, but what could possibly go wrong?”

      “Hopefully, satisfied guests will spread the word, and more opportunities will come your way.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on,” Anna said, patting her pocket. “Jackson and Allie agreed to let me put out some business cards, so I brought plenty.”

      They unloaded the car and hauled the boxes into the living room, which was strangely somber for an anniversary celebration. It was a small house with an open concept living room and dining room, so guests were mostly scattered about between those two rooms.

      Todd looked at the quiet crowd and gave Anna a confused look.

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      “Excuse me, Uncle Chester,” Allie said, practically leaping up to greet Anna and Todd. “Boy, am I glad to see you,” she said softly. “This party is dull. Jackson was right. We should have had a separate gathering for our friends and family, but I thought it would be a good chance to bring everyone together. My family is bringing this party down big time.”

      “Maybe the ice cream sundaes will liven things up,” Todd said.

      “Allie, this is Todd Devonshire. He’s my assistant for the day,” Anna said.

      “The guests are just finishing lunch, so we’ll be ready for you soon. You can start setting up now,” Allie said, looking over at Jackson, who was talking to an older woman and sending her a look that seemed to plead, ‘help me.’ Allie directed Anna to a long folding table covered by a plastic red and white checkered tablecloth. “You can set up here. I’d better go. Aunt Violet cornered Jackson ten minutes ago, and she hasn’t come up for air since.”

      “Leave everything to us,” Anna said. “We’ll be ready for customers in no time.”

      Allie turned to head toward Jackson, but the man whom she had addressed earlier as ‘Uncle Chester’ waved her over to where he was sitting. “Allie, please come over here and tell me where you ordered this food from. You should really ask for a refund. The chicken is dry, and the vegetables are soggy.”

      Violet, the woman Jackson had been talking to, rushed to Chester’s side.

      Allie rolled her eyes at Anna and Todd. “Uncle Chester is being his usual difficult self. If you need anything, let me know. And if you get thirsty, drinks are in the kitchen.”

      “Good luck,” Anna mouthed.

      “Put me to work,” Todd said. “What can I do?”

      “How about if you unload the boxes from the car, and I’ll start setting up the table?”

      “Works for me. You can be the brains of the operation, and I’ll be the brawn.”

      Anna set glass serving bowls and decorative spoons onto the table and began filling them with colorful, sweet-smelling toppings. Then she went to the kitchen to warm up the hot fudge and caramel and sent Todd to the freezer in the basement for the tubs of ice cream she had brought the night before.

      After she had transformed the folding table into a hot fudge sundae bar, Anna stepped back to admire the spread. It was a colorful smorgasbord of toppings, including hot fudge, caramel, syrupy strawberries, nuts, cherries, jimmies, multicolored sprinkles, chocolate chips, coconut flakes, crushed cookies, peanut butter cups, crushed Heath bars, whipped cream, and marshmallows.

      “It looks delicious, if I do say so myself,” Anna said.

      “I want to eat it all,” Todd said.

      “How about if you scoop the chocolate, and I’ll scoop the vanilla? The guests can help themselves to the toppings.”

      “Of course. That’s half the fun.”

      Allie and Jackson invited their guests to the sundae bar, which seemed to inject a bit of energy into the previously lifeless crowd.

      The couple stood next to Anna and Todd, greeting their guests as they approached the table.

      Anna glanced at the front door and had to laugh. “What is Casper doing here?”

      Allie rolled her eyes. “Someone let him in earlier, and I didn’t have the heart to throw him out. But I think he’s ready to leave, now that lunch is over. I’ll let him out.”

      Chester was the first one at the hot fudge sundae bar, with Violet next to him.

      “What a great idea, Allie!” Violet said, her eyes wide open as Anna handed her a bowl of vanilla ice cream.

      She made her way through the bar, piling a little of everything into her bowl. “More scooping and less talking, Violet. You’re standing in front of the sprinkles,” Chester said.

      “Give Aunt Violet a break,” a tall man wearing round eyeglasses and a tweed jacket said.

      “That’s my cousin, Drake,” Allie whispered to Anna.

      “Don’t worry,” Anna assured the guests. “We brought plenty of everything. Here, I’ll just make a second dish of sprinkles and put it on the other side of the table.”

      “Don’t mind Uncle Chester,” Drake said under his breath. “He’s in quite the mood today.”

      Jackson nodded. “We noticed.”

      Drake leaned toward to the man standing next him. “Your brother is a piece of work, Dad.”

      “Always has been, always will be,” the man said, glaring at his brother and not bothering to whisper.

      “What’s that, Nicholas?” Chester asked.

      “Nothing, Chester. I was talking to Drake.”

      “Quiet, Uncle Nick,” Allie said, putting her finger to her lips. “If he hears you, you’ll put him in an even worse mood.”

      Nick shook his head. “I’ll never understand why my brother insists on calling me Nicholas. I’ve gone by Nick since high school.”

      “Probably because he knows you prefer Nick,” Drake said. “Uncle Chester’s grumpiness has been getting worse. I don’t know how Aunt Violet puts up with him.”

      Nick looked thoughtfully at Chester and Violet. “She seems to have more patience with him now than ever before. I don’t know how she does it. Or why, for that matter.”

      As the guests made their way through the line and began enjoying their sundaes, the mood of the party seemed to lift. Once they settled down with their ice creams, chatter filled the room.

      Allie and Jackson noticed, too.

      “It’s the magic of ice cream,” Anna said with a satisfied smile.

      Before the last guest had gone through the line, Chester stood up, wearing a sour expression, and made a beeline to the sundae bar.

      “Oh, great,” Allie said under her breath. “What now?”

      “My hot fudge tastes funny,” Chester said, holding his face a few inches from Anna’s. Then he turned to face the others. “Does anyone else’s hot fudge taste strange?”

      “Oh, quiet down,” a woman said. “First, you complained about the food, which was absolutely delicious, by the way. Now you’re complaining about the hot fudge.”

      “Don’t tell me to be quiet, Dorothea. I’m telling you, the hot fudge doesn’t taste right. Don’t you pay for this, Jackson. Do you hear me?”

      Anna took a clean plastic spoon and tasted the fudge from one of the glass bowls. It was perfect. “It tastes fine to me,” Anna said to Allie.

      Todd did the same thing. “It’s wonderful. I can’t imagine what he’s complaining about.”

      Anna offered Chester another sundae with a different topping. “We also have caramel and strawberries, if you’re not a fan of the fudge.”

      “Maybe I will,” Chester said.

      Anna gave him another scoop of vanilla, and this time he filled his dish with warm caramel and an array of toppings.

      “Much better,” he said.

      “Don’t mind Chester,” a woman wearing grey dress slacks and a navy cardigan said. “I’ve worked for that man for fifteen years, and he’s never satisfied with anything. The fudge is heavenly.”

      Anna smiled. “Thank you.”

      The woman grabbed one of Anna’s business cards. “My name is Eliza. I may be interested in having a sundae bar at my son’s graduation party in the spring.”

      “Wonderful!” Anna said. “Call me anytime.”

      After all the guests had been served and those who wanted seconds returned, Anna and Todd began emptying the toppings back into their jars and loading them into the plastic boxes they had brought.

      “Todd brought the leftover ice cream to the freezer downstairs,” Anna said to Allie and Jackson. “I’ll leave that here for the two of you.”

      “Awesome,” Jackson said. “Wait here, and I’ll get your check.”

      Chester wandered back up to the now-empty table. “Uncle Chester, your skin looks yellow. Are you feeling okay?” Allie asked, taking the bowl of ice cream from his hands.

      “I’m getting a headache. Maybe I ate too much.”

      Allie put her hand on her uncle’s forehead. “Your skin feels cold and clammy.”

      Chester leaned on the table. “I’m feeling a little lightheaded.”

      Allie walked Chester back to the couch, while Anna and Todd piled the boxes by the door. As Jackson returned and handed Anna a white envelope, a scream came from the living room. Anna turned and saw Chester on the floor with Violet kneeling over him.

      Everyone turned toward Chester, who was clutching his throat.

      “Help!” Violet cried.

      Anna called 9-1-1, and within a few minutes, the paramedics were rushing Chester onto a stretcher and into an ambulance. He began to convulse as they wheeled him into the vehicle.

      “I don’t think this is what Allie and Jackson had in mind when they said they wanted to add some excitement to this party,” Todd whispered to Anna.
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      As the ambulance drove away with Chester, two police officers arrived. They moved Allie’s and Jackson’s guests out of the house and taped off the surrounding area.

      A few minutes later, Detective Charlie Doyle pulled up. He parked on the street and walked somberly toward one of the police officers who was already on the scene. Charlie stopped short when he saw Anna, holding a box filled with ice cream toppings.

      He shook his head, and Anna thought she saw a smirk form on the corners of his lips. “I should have known you’d be here, Anna McBride. You know the drill. I’ll need you to stay here until I have a chance to question everyone.” Charlie turned to the guests. “In fact, I’ll need everyone to stay here until we can get your statements.”

      “I can’t stay here!” Violet said. “I have to get to the hospital. My husband is sick, and I need to be with him. He shouldn’t be alone right now.”

      Charlie pulled Violet around to the side of the house. The stunned silence that had settled on the group was broken by a high-pitched shriek. “It can’t be! It can’t be!” Violet repeated.

      Allie and Nick jogged toward Charlie and Violet, presumably to comfort Violet. Shortly after, Charlie reappeared in the front yard. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, folks, but Chester passed away on the way to the hospital.”

      There was a collective gasp.

      “Anna, I understand Chester complained about the hot fudge. I’m going to have to take your fudge with me to test it and make sure there was nothing in it that caused Chester’s death.”

      “Of course,” Anna said. “But most of the people here, including Todd and me, had some of that hot fudge. If it were the fudge, everyone would be sick.”

      “That’s probably true, but we need to check it, anyway. What happened to the sundae that Chester complained about?”

      “He ate about half of it, but after he complained, we threw it away and gave him a caramel one instead,” Anna said. “The trash barrel is in the house.”

      Charlie motioned for Anna to follow him inside. “Show me.”

      Todd followed, and Charlie didn’t object.

      Anna led Charlie to the folding table that had been a festive sundae bar a little while before. “There was a trash receptacle right here,” Anna said.

      “I think I saw Jackson move it into the kitchen while we were packing up,” Todd said.

      Charlie and Anna followed Todd into the kitchen. It was a large kitchen for a small home. Anna guessed that either Allie and Jackson or the previous owners had expanded it from its original size. There was a long row of white cabinets, divided in the middle by a double window above the farmer’s sink, overlooking a sizeable backyard. Attached to the kitchen was a small butler’s pantry, with another row of upper and lower cabinets and a water cooler.

      “There’s the trash,” Anna said, pointing to a bucket next to a spacious blue island with white and grey quartz countertops. “It’s in there, somewhere. Fortunately, we used paper bowls, so Chester’s sundae is in the trash bucket and not in the garbage disposal.”

      “It should be easy enough to find,” Todd said. “It’s the only bowl that still has ice cream left in it. Everyone else cleaned their bowls.”

      Charlie slipped on a pair of plastic gloves and sorted through the trash until he pulled up the mixture of melted fudge, vanilla ice cream, and toppings.

      He placed it in a bag and left the kitchen, presumably to bring it to a police officer.

      “I’m sorry I got you into this, Todd,” Anna said. “You know the old saying: ‘No good deed goes unpunished.’”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Todd said. “But poor Chester. It seems like the police believe he was poisoned. Who do you think…”

      Anna cut Todd off. “Todd, look at this!” She held up a jar of hot fudge. “It was hidden behind the spice rack.”

      “That doesn’t look familiar. I don’t think it’s one of the jars we packed,” Todd said.

      “Definitely not. I don’t use this brand.” Anna opened the cap and sniffed the jar’s contents. “It’s hot fudge, but it has a bitter smell.”

      She held it up for Todd to sniff. “You’re right. What is that?”

      “It reminds me of almonds.” Anna looked at the ingredients printed on the label. “It doesn’t say anything about almonds.”

      Charlie returned to the kitchen, and Anna handed him the jar. “If this was what was used to poison Chester, the killer could have brought this hot fudge and put it on Chester’s sundae, on top of the fudge that was already on it. Maybe that’s why Chester’s sundae was the only one that tasted strange,” Anna said.

      Charlie sniffed the jar. “You’re right. There’s a faint scent of almonds. Could be arsenic. But that wouldn’t explain the convulsions or the strange taste that Chester complained about. Maybe it’s arsenic mixed with something else. Strychnine perhaps. That would have caused a bitter taste, and it would explain the convulsions. We won’t know for sure until the test results come back. I’ll need the two of you to stick around for a while.”

      Anna nodded.

      “No problem,” Todd said.

      Then he and Anna went back outside where the others were waiting to give their statements.

      Allie, Jackson, and Drake came right over to Anna and Todd. Allie begged Anna to tell them what had happened while they were inside, and Anna didn’t have the heart to refuse her request.

      Allie put her hand over her mouth when she heard about the possibility of poison. “And we dismissed him, thinking he was just being difficult.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Drake said. “Uncle Chester complained about everything today. How were you supposed to know that he was for real this time?”

      “But still,” Allie said, “if we had called the paramedics sooner, he might still be alive.”

      “Seriously, Allie, Drake is right. If we called the paramedics every time Chester complained about something, he’d be in the hospital every day,” Nick said wryly.

      Jackson put his arm around Allie. “They’re right. This is nobody’s fault.”

      Anna looked around the yard. It was somebody’s fault. And she knew from experience that everyone at the party would be a person of interest.

      Allie and Jackson tried to comfort their guests, while Anna and Todd watched, unsure of what to do.

      Eliza and Dorothea came and stood beside them.

      “What an awful party this turned out to be,” Dorothea said.

      “I don’t believe we’ve officially met.” Anna extended her hand to Dorothea. “I’m Anna McBride, and this is Todd Devonshire.”

      “Dorothea,” the woman said.

      “We met earlier when I took one of Anna’s business cards for Bret’s graduation party in the spring,” Eliza explained to Dorothea. Then she turned toward Anna and Todd. “Dorothea and I are both friends of Violet’s.”

      “We both watched Allie grow up,” Dorothea said.

      “Allie’s parents passed away in a car accident five years ago, but when Allie was younger, she and her mother would visit Chester at his office from time to time,” Eliza added.

      “Poor Allie,” Anna said. “She lost her parents, and now her uncle.”

      “Allie always did everything she could to keep Chester in her life, even though he was, let’s say, challenging. Allie’s mother, Joy, was nothing like her brother, except in physical appearance. I think Allie enjoyed being with him because of the physical resemblance to her mother. And because her mother seemed to love him.”

      “And back then, Chester wasn’t quite as crabby,” Dorothea added. “I think it changed him when he lost his sister.”

      “You know, I think you’re right,” Eliza said. “I never thought of that, but now that you mention it, he did change after Joy died.”

      “Violet feels the same way,” Dorothea said. “I think she was always hoping he’d become more like his old self again one day.”

      Violet began sobbing again a few feet away, so the two women excused themselves. “We should get back to our friend,” Dorothea said.

      “Of course,” Anna said.

      Todd glanced around. “It feels a bit intrusive to be here.”

      “I agree, but Charlie told us not to leave until he could talk to us.”

      “I saw an oak tree out back with two turquoise Adirondack chairs underneath. Let’s wait over there,” Todd suggested.

      Anna and Todd walked toward the oak tree, which was ablaze with the colors of fall.

      Anna kicked up a pile of leaves while they walked. “Fallen leaves always make me feel like a little kid again.”

      Todd also kicked up a few leaves. “I know what you mean.”

      Anna couldn’t help but laugh. She had never seen him act like a kid.

      They sat in the Adirondack chairs and waited for Charlie.

      “Not that I’m trying to make a pitch for business,” Todd said, “but since we’re just sitting here, I was thinking. You might want to start investing some of your summer profits. I know you said that you would rather wait until after the slow season, but we could move a modest amount of your profits into a tax-deferred retirement account so you could avoid paying so many taxes. It would save you money in the long run.”

      Anna thought about Todd’s suggestion for a moment. “Thanks, Todd. What you’re saying makes a lot of sense, but I think I’ll wait until next year to do that. I’m a bit risk averse with my finances, and I still don’t know how much of those profits I’ll need to carry me through the spring. I don’t want to close the shop in January, because that wouldn’t be fair to my employees. But by next fall, I’ll be ready to start doing something like that.”

      “I understand,” Todd said. “You have to feel comfortable and ready before making a financial commitment like that.”

      Just as Anna and Todd were running out of things to talk about, Charlie came and sat on the grass in front of them.

      Todd stood up and offered his chair, but Charlie said he didn’t mind the grass.

      Anna and Todd relayed in detail everything that happened from the moment they arrived.

      “Someone had to have put the infected hot fudge onto Chester’s sundae, but who?” Anna asked.

      “Did either of you notice anybody tamper with Chester’s ice cream? Or even be alone with him?” Charlie asked.

      They both shook their heads.

      “We were busy serving all those guests. I honestly didn’t see a thing, Charlie. All I can tell you is that Allie and Jackson stood next to Todd and me greeting guests the whole time, so it couldn’t have been either of them. Chester’s wife, Violet was close by his side, but I do remember her talking with Jackson when we first arrived, so she wasn’t with him constantly. I wish we could be more helpful. Did the other guests see anything?”

      “Apparently, after Chester got his sundae, he went into the kitchen to get some water. Since the jar of fudge that you found was in the kitchen, it was likely then that the sundae was poisoned. That is, assuming the tests from your fudge come back negative. But since nobody else got sick, I’m assuming they will.”

      “There was a butler’s pantry attached to the kitchen, and it had a water cooler. Chester could have put down his sundae when he went into the pantry to get some water. Maybe that’s when the killer did it.”

      “None of the guests saw anyone else going into the kitchen with Chester?” Todd asked.

      “People were popping in and out of there, since the drinks were in the kitchen, but nobody noticed anyone tampering with Chester’s sundae. We’re still interviewing witnesses, but I have a feeling it won’t be that easy.”

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t be any more help,” Anna said.

      “I know where to find you if any other questions come up. And Todd, I’ll take your phone number, as well, in case I need to reach you.”

      “Of course,” Todd said, pulling out a business card from his wallet and handing it to Charlie. “My cell phone number is on there.”

      Anna and Todd said goodbye to Allie and Jackson before leaving. Anna and the young couple had already exchanged phone numbers because of the party, but Todd also did the same. “If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “That goes for me, too,” Anna said.

      Then, Anna and Todd drove back to Bella’s Dream.
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      “What an afternoon,” Todd said as the two brought the boxes into the storage room at Bella’s Dream.

      “I’ll bet you regret coming in for an ice cream today,” Anna said.

      Todd laughed and shook his head. “I certainly got more than I bargained for. But no, I don’t regret it. I should get going, though. I have a few errands to run, including a trip to the grocery store. I’m down to a bottle of seltzer water and a few eggs.”

      “Of course. Thanks for everything, Todd. Today would have been a lot harder if I had been alone. And I mean both the sundae bar and the aftermath.”

      He winked at Anna. “My pleasure. I’ll see you soon.”

      “By the way, I owe you a hot fudge sundae. The next time you come in, your sundae is on me.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      Anna quickly unpacked the plastic boxes, put them on a shelf for future use, then checked in with her employees.

      Foot traffic on Main Street was significantly lighter in October than during the summer months, but the leaf peepers still brought in a steady flow of customers, especially on weekends. September had been busier than Anna expected, thanks to the lingering warm, sunny days. But this meant she hadn’t had time to continue her search for her sister. She still had a list of salons that Joe Wiggins had compiled for her in August, and she was anxious to get started. Anna made a mental note to call Jeremy Russo that evening to take him up on his offer to accompany her on her trips to Maine.

      Since Anna’s employees had everything under control, she brought her car back to her cottage. This way, she would be able to walk home at the end of the evening to get some exercise and fresh air. It also gave her a chance to grab a quick bite to eat, since she had skipped lunch.

      When Anna returned, she spent her time out front, mostly socializing with customers while her employees worked the counter.

      In the early evening, after the post-dinner rush, a tired-looking Allie and Jackson trudged into Bella’s Dream.

      Anna took off her apron and brought them to a booth in the adjacent dining room.

      “I’ve been thinking about the two of you ever since I left. How are you doing?”

      Allie shrugged. “We’ve been better.”

      “It was a heck of a way to celebrate our first wedding anniversary,” Jackson said. “Poor Violet. She’s a hot mess.”

      “Have the two of you given any thought to who did this to your uncle?” Anna asked. “We won’t know for sure until the tests on the fudge come back, but the police seem to be leaning towards foul play. That means that somebody at your party likely added the poisoned hot fudge to Chester’s sundae.”

      “The police do seem to be leaning toward that theory,” Jackson agreed.

      Allie tucked a lock of curly blond hair behind her ears. “Uncle Chester sure had a way of getting under people’s skin. As you saw at the party, he complained about everything and criticized everyone. But I don’t think there was anyone who wanted to kill him,” Allie said.

      “There was at least one person who wanted to kill him,” Jackson said. “And that person went to a lot of effort to do that.”

      Anna had been thinking the same thing, but she was glad that Jackson articulated that difficult truth first. As Anna thought about what happened, she felt a surge of anger toward the killer. Whoever did this not only took a man’s life, and ruined a special moment for Allie and Jackson, but they used Anna’s hot fudge sundae bar to do it. Chester’s death was beginning to feel personal.

      “Did the police tell you whether they have any suspects?” Anna asked.

      “They didn’t say. They questioned everyone at the party, but we weren’t privy to those conversations. I guess it’s too soon to speculate,” Jackson said.

      “You’re right. These things take time,” Anna said. “There’s still a lot of legwork and questioning that have to happen before they get a clear picture.”

      “We feel really badly to have dragged you into this, Anna,” Allie said. “We thought we were doing a good thing by having a hot fudge sundae bar.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. I was thrilled to do it, and you had no way of knowing the day would end in tragedy.”

      “We still feel responsible,” Jackson said. “We hope it won’t stop people from hiring you for similar events in the future. We know you are trying to expand your offerings during the off season.”

      Anna looked at the earnest young couple. “I don’t want the two of you to worry about that. This had nothing to do with you. Although, I have to admit, I am pretty upset with whoever the killer is.”

      “Still. If there’s anything we can do to make it up to you, please let us know,” Allie said.

      Anna took a deep breath. Then she asked the question she had wanted to ask since Chester was pronounced dead. “Since you mentioned it, would you mind if I did a little investigating myself? I seem to have a knack for solving murders in this town, and I’d like to know sooner rather than later who did this.”

      They both looked at Anna, as if waiting for her to elaborate.

      “Really?” Jackson asked, while Anna was still trying to figure out how to explain the fact that she repeatedly got sucked into solving murders ever since she moved to Seagull Cove. “How did you ever get involved in investigating murders?”

      Anna smiled. “It’s a long story.”

      “I don’t mind,” Allie said. “It certainly can’t hurt to have someone else looking into things.”

      “I agree,” Jackson said. “We’re happy to help you in any way we can.”

      Anna leaned back in the booth and posed her earlier question one more time. “I know it’s hard to imagine one of your guests being a killer,” she began. “But Jackson is right. Somebody at the party did it. Nobody could have snuck into your house with all those people. They would have had to pass through the living room to get to the kitchen, where it appears Chester’s sundae was poisoned. It had to have been an invited guest. Who has a grudge against your uncle that could warrant such drastic measures?”

      Allie looked at Jackson and took a deep breath. “As much as I hate to admit it, my cousin, Drake, and my uncle, Nick, have always had a rocky relationship with Uncle Chester. He was particularly hard on both of them. Uncle Chester and Aunt Violet married later in life, and they don’t have any children. Besides Aunt Violet, his only heirs are Uncle Nick and my cousins. I think that’s the only reason Drake and Uncle Nick put up with Uncle Chester’s demeaning attitude and blatant manipulation.”

      “So that they wouldn’t get cut from the will?”

      Allie nodded. “There are only three of us cousins. Myself, Drake, and Drake’s brother, Oliver. Oliver and his family are away on vacation, which is why they couldn’t make our anniversary party.”

      “Drake is the one who looked like a wannabe professor?” Anna asked.

      Allie chuckled. “More like a wannabe famous author.”

      “Hey, his first book was pretty good,” Jackson said. “And the sequel just came out this week. I’m actually going to pick up a copy.”

      “So, he is an author?” Anna asked.

      “Yes. But we were never allowed to talk about Drake’s books in front of Uncle Chester.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Drake always wanted to be a writer, but Uncle Chester threatened to cut him out of the will if he didn’t study something more lucrative,” Allie explained. “He claimed he didn’t want Drake to be a nobody like his father. Uncle Chester believed an author career was just a pipe dream. So, Drake studied law and became a patent attorney, but he writes books on the side. In a weird way, I think Uncle Chester thought he was helping Drake by making him take a more reliable job, but his plan backfired. Drake is more passionate about his writing now than ever. And he was determined to succeed so he would no longer need Uncle Chester’s money. He couldn’t wait for the day he made his own fortune so he could rub it in his uncle’s face.”

      “But Violet was his wife. Wouldn’t she get most of his money?” Anna asked.

      “She would certainly inherit a lot of it. But Uncle Chester was a shrewd businessman, so there was plenty to go around. He left a fair amount to us kids in his will, and he made sure we didn’t forget that.”

      “It’s kind of sad,” Jackson said. “I think Chester was afraid nobody would want to spend time with him, so he lorded his fortune over everyone. He always found a way to remind them that they were in his will when he wanted something.”

      “I also noticed some tension between Nick and Chester,” Anna said.

      Allie nodded. “He and Uncle Chester had a touch-and-go relationship. From what my mom told me when she was alive, they could never see eye-to-eye on anything, ever since they were kids. Maybe their problems went deeper than I realized. Maybe Uncle Nick wanted Uncle Chester out of the picture, both for his boys’ sakes and his.” Allie looked up at Jackson, as if she were realizing something for the first time. “I can’t believe Uncle Nick is the only one left of my mother and her siblings.”

      Jackson put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, honey.”

      “We’re meeting with Drake tomorrow afternoon,” Allie said. “Why don’t you join us? You could ask him some questions if you’re serious about investigating.”

      “I’d like that,” Anna said.

      “I’ll let you know when and where. We’re staying in a hotel tonight, since our home is still a crime scene. Hopefully we’ll be able to get back in tomorrow.”

      Allie and Jackson left, and Anna decided to call it a day. She reminded her staff to feed Casper, and then she walked home.

      The evenings were getting chilly, so Anna put on her fleece sweatshirt and took the long way home to clear her head. While she was walking, she called Jeremy.

      Jeremy didn’t even bother to say ‘hello.’ He answered by saying, “Please don’t tell me that you were hosting the hot fudge sundae bar at the anniversary party this afternoon.”

      “How’d you know?” Anna asked.

      “As soon as I heard that the victim might have been killed with poisoned hot fudge, I had a hunch. No offense, but you do have a propensity for being nearby whenever someone is murdered in Seagull Cove.”

      “None taken. Unfortunately, I was there. But that’s not why I was calling.”

      “Let me guess. You’re ready to start venturing out to some of those nail salons on the list Joe put together for you.”

      “Right again. Things have slowed down in the shop, so I’d love to get started.”

      “Let’s do it. How many salons are on the list?”

      “Nineteen. I’ve broken them down by region, so we can hit several in one day. I figured we could start with the towns closest to home.”

      “Sounds like a good plan. I have Monday off.”

      “Perfect. Let’s plan on Monday.”

      “Okay. Since a murder just took place, I’ll have to go into the newsroom first, just to make sure nothing major is about to break. But I’ll plan on picking you up at 10:00.”

      “Okay, great. See you then.”
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      Anna attended a later Mass on Sunday morning so she could sleep in, then went into Bella’s Dream. Grey clouds fanned out across the sky over Seagull Cove, giving the town the appearance of being in mourning after another murder.

      When Anna turned on her phone after Mass, there was a text message from Allie. The police let us return home this morning. Drake will be here at 2:00. Can you still come?

      Anna let Allie know that she would be there. She left work at 1:45 to ensure she would arrive before Drake did.

      It was an eerie feeling entering the house, where a man had been murdered just over twenty-four hours before.

      Drake stopped short on his way into the living room, where Anna, Allie, and Jackson were seated.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but I thought it would just be family. No offense,” Drake said to Anna.

      “None taken,” Anna said.

      “Anna has a talent for solving tough mysteries, so we invited her, too,” Allie said.

      “We’re still in shock that someone did this to Chester in our own home,” Jackson added. “We hoped Anna could provide some perspective as we try to figure out what happened.”

      Drake quickly regained his composure. “Of course. That’s a good idea. We all want to know what happened to Uncle Chester. It’s nice to see you again, Anna. I’m sorry you had to be present yesterday for that horrible scene.”

      “I’m just sorry that happened to one of your family members,” Anna said.

      Drake looked at Allie. “Would you believe that the police questioned both Oliver and Cheryl last night?”

      “Oliver and Cheryl are Drake’s brother and sister-in-law,” Jackson explained to Anna.

      “I guess because us cousins are in Uncle Chester’s will, we are all suspects,” Drake said. “And apparently your spouses, too, since they would also stand to gain from Uncle Chester’s death. I guess that’s one good thing about being single.”

      “Please tell me that someone told Oliver and Cheryl about Chester’s death before the police called them,” Anna said.

      Drake nodded. “Of course. My father and I called him as soon as we finished talking with the police yesterday. Jackson and Allie called his friends so that Aunt Violet wouldn’t have to do it. Most of them were at the party, so there weren’t a lot of calls to make. Uncle Chester didn’t exactly have a lot of friends,” he added.

      “I’m glad to hear they heard the news from loved ones,” Anna said.

      “Fortunately for Oliver and Cheryl, they both had solid alibis. They were on vacation, and the whole family was together in a restaurant at the time it happened. So, as far as the cousins and their spouses go, I guess it’s just the three of us who are left on the old suspect list,” Drake said.

      “Sorry, Drake,” Jackson said. “Allie and I were standing next to Anna greeting our guests as they came up for a sundae. We were there up until Chester collapsed. We’ve been cleared, as well.”

      “Good for you guys. Not that I ever suspected you. I guess Aunt Violet, my father, and I can expect more visits from the police, since we are the only ones left to gain financially from his death.”

      Anna studied Drake. He didn’t seem like a grieving nephew.

      Drake seemed to have read Anna’s thoughts. “I’m sorry about the guy’s death. Truly I am. That is a terrible thing to have happened to anyone, even to a guy like Uncle Chester, who lived to make others’ lives miserable. But I would never kill the guy. He was my father’s brother.”

      “What about the other people in your family?” Anna wanted to ask about Nick, but she was waiting for the right moment.

      “Well, there’s Aunt Violet,” Drake said. “She is his primary beneficiary.”

      “You can’t possibly believe that she is capable of murder?” Allie asked.

      Drake shrugged his shoulders. “She did have to live with the man. I don’t know how she lasted sixteen years living under the same roof as him. She’s either a saint, or she snapped and just couldn’t take it anymore. Maybe both.”

      “I know that I’m the one who brought us all together today, but I don’t like suspecting members of my family,” Allie said. “My mother wouldn’t like this conversation one bit if she were here.”

      “I know, Allie. But someone at our party killed Chester,” Jackson said. “I know it’s unpleasant to think about, but we have to face the facts.”

      “Isn’t it possible that the killer wasn’t an invited guest to the party?” Drake asked. “Uncle Chester, being, well, Uncle Chester, has made his share of enemies over the years. Maybe it was a disgruntled client or another acquaintance.”

      “That’s not possible,” Anna said. “The only time Chester put down his sundae was when he went into the kitchen for some water. That has to be when the killer poured the poisoned hot fudge onto Chester’s sundae. There is no entrance to the kitchen from outside, and there were no uninvited guests spotted at the party. There’s no way anyone could have snuck in undetected.”

      “That’s right,” Jackson said. “There are only two entrances to the house. One is through the front door, and the other is through the garage, which was closed yesterday.”

      “Nobody could have gone unnoticed in here,” Allie said. “The killer had to have been a guest.”

      “There were twenty-three people at the party,” Allie said. “Of those twenty-three people, most of them barely knew Uncle Chester. They were either friends of ours who live in the area or Jackson’s family. Most of them would have no motive whatsoever to kill him.”

      “It was obviously someone who knew Chester,” Anna said. “Could you guys make a list of the people present at the party who knew your uncle? That will give us a place to start.”

      “Sure. We’ll make a list and bring it to the ice cream shop later,” Allie said. “After our visit with Drake, the three of us are planning to pay a visit to Aunt Violet. We thought we’d keep her company for a little while.”

      “Well, I, for one, plan to leave the sleuthing to the police,” Drake said. “I think it’s crazy for you to be getting involved. Whoever did this is a dangerous person, and frankly, Uncle Chester probably invited it upon himself. I don’t mean to sound callous, but those are the facts. It’s not worth my life.”

      “I’ll leave the three of you to visit,” Anna said. “But before I leave, who do you think did it, Drake?”

      “I don’t know. There are as many motives as people who know Uncle Chester. But I’ll tell you who my father thinks did it.”

      Anna, Allie, and Jackson looked wide-eyed at Drake.

      “Eliza,” he said, sounding as if he had the gossip of the century.

      “Chester’s secretary?” Anna asked.

      “Hasn’t she worked for Chester for ages?” Jackson asked.

      “Pretty much,” Allie said. “More than fifteen years.”

      “Why would she kill him?” Anna asked.

      Drake scoffed. “I’d want to kill him if I had to work for him every day for fifteen years.”

      “There would have to be more of a reason than that,” Anna said. “If Eliza was unhappy working for Chester, she could have just quit.”

      “True,” Drake said. “But if that were the case, my father wouldn’t have suggested that.” He whipped out his phone. “Let’s ask him.”

      Drake tapped a few times on his phone, and Nick picked up the phone right away.

      “Hi, Dad, it’s me. I’m sitting here at Allie’s house with Allie, Jackson, and Anna. Yes, the hot fudge sundae lady.” Drake winked at Anna. “We’re discussing what happened to Uncle Chester. I know you said you think Eliza did it, but why? Uh huh. Oh, yeah, I see what you mean. Typical Uncle Chester. Thanks, Dad. I’ll see you later.”

      Drake disconnected the call.

      “What did he say?” Jackson asked.

      “My dad thinks Eliza did it, all right. He said that Eliza has been wanting to leave forever, but my uncle wouldn’t let her. He doesn’t know why she didn’t just quit. He thinks Uncle Chester was holding something over her.”

      “Maybe he threatened to give her a bad recommendation?”

      “It seems to me like she still could leave,” Anna said. “What difference would one recommendation make?”

      “It may not have been that easy. This is the only job Eliza has held in fifteen years. She gained a little experience as a secretary after she graduated high school, but soon after, she married her late husband and started a family. She didn’t work again until after her husband passed away. It was then that she went to work for Uncle Chester. I remember my mother saying that perhaps her brother was turning over a new leaf and becoming more charitable, after he gave Eliza a chance.”

      Drake scoffed. “Aunt Joy should have known better than that. There was always an angle with that man. He probably knew he could more easily manipulate her, because she needed the job. She’s still several years away from retirement. She probably figured she couldn’t handle even one more year with that man.”

      “You could be right,” Anna said. “If her back was against a wall, maybe she took drastic measures. Poison is often the murder method of choice for women.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” Allie said. “It’s less confrontational and doesn’t depend on physical strength.”

      “I should get back to work,” Anna said. “I’ll leave the two of you to your visit.”
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      Anna glanced at the blue house as she started her car. The balloons hung deflated from the railing and the “Happy Anniversary” banner, which had been fastened across the front porch, was lifeless on the floor. Even the leaves on the oak tree in the back yard seemed duller than when she saw it for the first time the previous afternoon.

      Back at Bella’s Dream, Joe Wiggins had just arrived for his daily two scoops. His tan had only slightly faded due to the unseasonable warm September they had enjoyed.

      “Joe, I have a new fall ice cream flavor for you to sample. One of the reps from Finnegan’s Creamery has been trying to convince me to carry it, so I decided to give it a try this fall. I’ll give you two scoops on the house in exchange for an honest opinion. Are you game to take a chance?”

      “What’s the flavor?”

      “Maple walnut,” Anna said.

      “Oooh, yes, I’m definitely game.”

      She put two generous scoops in a glass dish and slid it in front of Joe, who took his usual seat at the counter.

      “I’m about ready for a change from my usual chocolate chip.” He put a spoonful in his mouth. “And I think I just found my new fall flavor.”

      “That makes it unanimous. The staff likes it, too. I’ll put up a sign and start to promote it.”

      “How are things going with Bella’s investigation?” Joe asked between spoons of ice cream.

      “It’s funny you should ask. I haven’t had a chance to follow up on the list you gave me in August, but I did just speak with Jeremy. We have plans to visit a few of the salons tomorrow. You’re welcome to join us,” Anna said.

      Joe crinkled his nose. “Sounds like a lot of busy work. I think I’ll let you and Jeremy handle this part. But I’ll look forward to hearing how things progress.”

      In August, Jeremy and Anna visited Castleton Beauty School, where they suspected Bella had attended. When Anna showed their tour guide, Justine, a picture of Bella, she recognized her immediately and called her Izzy, which is a nickname Bella could very well be using, since her full name was Isabel. Justine quickly took back her words and denied that she had ever met Bella, but it was too late. Justine’s initial reaction to seeing Bella’s photo was all the confirmation that Anna needed that her sister had indeed attended Castleton.

      Joe had managed to get Anna a list of nail salons where the graduates of Castleton had obtained employment. There was no guarantee that Bella was at one of those salons, but at least it was a place to start.

      “Hopefully, even if we don’t find Bella, we can talk with someone who knew her and who can point us in the right direction,” Anna said.

      Of course, Anna really hoped she would walk into one of those salons and find her sister sitting there. In her daydreams, Anna would throw her arms around Bella, and her sister would say something like, “I never should have staged my death. I’m coming home, and we’ll figure this out together.” But Anna didn’t dare say that aloud. It would be like announcing your wish after you blew out your birthday candles. Even if you weren’t superstitious, you just didn’t do it.

      Joe finished his maple walnut ice cream and chatted with the staff before leaving.

      “Good luck tomorrow, kiddo,” he said on his way out.

      Anna went into her office to create a sign, advertising their new ice cream flavor. While she waited for it to print, she glanced at the calendar of events for the month of October. She had scheduled an open mic night for Thursday evenings, which was becoming a tradition. It brought people into the shop, and they, of course, bought ice cream. She also added a regular karaoke night, which was also catching on. Then she had a few musicians coming in on various nights. But Anna would need to be creative to get customers into an ice cream shop as the days got colder. She had been hoping to advertise her hot fudge sundae bars for private events, but now she hesitated. People likely heard what happened at Allie’s and Jackson’s anniversary party. “I’d better wait until this murder is solved,” she said to herself.

      While Anna was posting the sign on the door, Allie and Jackson came in. They each ordered an ice cream cone, and Anna sat with them in the adjoining dining room.

      “How is Violet doing?” Anna asked.

      “She’s quite upset,” Allie said.

      Jackson looked at Allie with raised eyebrows. “We agreed to tell Anna the truth.”

      Allie let out a sigh. “Oh, all right. But I still don’t believe she killed my uncle. The truth is, she was quite shaken up yesterday, but she seems to have quickly recovered. I’m ashamed of the way my family has been behaving since this whole thing happened. Aunt Violet was planning the services, practically humming as she assigned each of us tasks. She already brought up the will twice. And then there’s Drake.”

      “He did seem a bit callous to me over the whole thing,” Anna said.

      “He got even worse while we were at Aunt Violet’s. It was like the two of them fed off each other. And then Uncle Nick showed up. I thought at least he would reprimand Drake, but he didn’t even seem to notice. Someone poisoned Uncle Chester, and nobody in our family seems at all concerned with figuring out what happened. We were trying to get them to speculate, but all they seem to care about is getting their inheritance and planning what they were going to do next. Uncle Chester hasn’t even been buried yet!”

      Jackson didn’t seem as surprised by the situation as Allie was.

      “It sounds like they are all somewhat relieved that he is out of their lives,” Anna said.

      “I would have hoped for a little more respect,” Allie said.

      Anna didn’t want to hurt Allie, but there was no way of putting it delicately. “I know it seems insensitive, but unless they all killed him together, which is highly unlikely, perhaps people just felt that way about him. Maybe their behavior doesn’t have anything to do with having killed him.”

      “Everyone couldn’t have disliked him that much,” Allie said.

      Jackson squeezed Allie’s hand. “I know you loved him, because your mother did. But you didn’t have to live or work with the man, and he didn’t try to control your life the way he did Drake’s. He knew he couldn’t use his money to manipulate you, like he did Nick and Drake.”

      “So, you think Aunt Violet, Uncle Nick, or Drake did it?” Allie asked.

      “Or Eliza,” Jackson said. “We all knew that Chester was growing even more impossible to be around, and Aunt Violet and Eliza were likely taking the brunt of it. We also know that Drake allowed himself to be manipulated over the inheritance, while you never did. And then there’s Nick. After all these years, he still put up with Chester’s insults. Maybe one of them couldn’t take it anymore.”

      “Is there anyone else at the party besides Violet, Nick, Eliza, and Drake who had a motive?” Anna asked.

      Allie fished a piece of paper from her pocket. “I made a list of everyone who was at the party, like I promised. I crossed out those who barely knew Uncle Chester. It’s safe to say none of our friends and nobody in Jackson’s family did it.”

      Anna counted up the names. “That only leaves five people out of the original twenty-three who were at the party.”

      “That’s right,” Allie said. “I included Dorothea on the list, but I can’t think of a motive for her.”

      “We’ll keep her on the list for now. She may have a motive that we haven’t discovered yet. How close was Dorothea to Violet?”

      “She was one of Aunt Violet’s best friends.”

      “Could she have wanted him out of the picture because of the way he treated Violet?” Anna asked. “It seems to be the consensus that Chester’s difficult behavior grew worse over the years.”

      “We always knew she would do anything for Aunt Violet, but murder? That seems like a stretch,” Allie said.

      “We’re going to check in on Violet again tomorrow,” Jackson said. “Perhaps you should come along with us and ask her yourself.”

      “I’d love to, but I can’t come tomorrow. What about Tuesday?” Anna asked.

      “That would work, too,” Allie said. “We’re going to make it a point to visit her every day until the funeral to make sure she’s okay and to see if she needs more help with the funeral arrangements.”

      “Okay. Let’s touch base on Tuesday and arrange a time to meet,” Anna said.

      “We’d better get going. We’re exhausted. It’s been a long couple of days,” Allie said.

      After they left, Anna decided to follow their lead. She had a big day planned for visiting salons tomorrow.

      There was a chill in the air, so when Anna got home, she changed into her baby blue fleece pullover and her softest pair of jeans, and brewed an oversized mug of apple cinnamon tea. She took it to the porch to enjoy a few more minutes of fresh air. She imagined that she wouldn’t be able to sit outside for much longer with the cold weather on its way, so she relished the time outdoors.

      Wanda pulled into the driveway next door. She waved when she spotted Anna.

      Ever since Wanda had come to Anna’s for tea in August, she had been more at ease in Anna’s presence. She sometimes came outside to keep Anna company when she was sitting on her porch. This time, she only waved and exchanged a few pleasantries before going inside.

      Anna often had the feeling that Wanda had more that she wanted to say, as if she carried something just beneath the surface that she wanted to talk about. But she never seemed to be able to open up.
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      Anna was barely able to sleep on Sunday night, knowing that she and Jeremy would begin visiting nail salons and searching for Bella the following day. She woke up long before her alarm went off, so she put on a warm sweatshirt and took a walk along Mile Long Beach to pass the time.

      She relished the warmth of the sun on her face while she walked. It shone brightly even though it was only fifty-five degrees. Anna stopped and sat on the wall, saying a prayer that she would find some answers today. She pulled from her pocket the list of salons that Joe had compiled. She had divided the twenty-three salons into four groups of three to four, based on proximity, and circled each group with a different colored pen. Today was the red group. She and Jeremy would visit three nail salons, all located in or near Kennebunk.

      A friendly voice pulled her from her thoughts. “Hi, Anna. I thought that was you.”

      It was Wanda’s husband, Daniel, sitting on the wraparound porch of his large Victorian home and sipping from a hunter green mug.

      “Oh, hi, Daniel. I didn’t see you there.”

      He smirked. “I can tell. You looked absorbed in whatever you were looking at.”

      “Oh, it’s my list of things to do for the day.”

      “It must be quite a list. You look like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

      Anna smiled. “I suppose there are a few important tasks on here. No work today?” Wanda had told Anna last month that Daniel was a doctor who owned a private practice.

      “I’ll be going in a little later. I’ve been cutting back on hours and leaving the practice in my young colleague’s capable hands.” He smiled warmly. “I’ll leave you to solve the world’s problems.”

      Just the problems in my world, Anna thought.

      She continued on her walk, and when she got home, it was still only 9:30. So, she sat on the couch looking out the front window and anxiously awaited Jeremy’s arrival.

      When he pulled into the driveway, Anna was out the door before he had a chance to beep his car horn.

      “That was fast,” Jeremy said when Anna hopped into the passenger’s seat.

      “I guess I’m a little anxious to get this search started.”

      “So, where are we headed first, boss?” Jeremy asked.

      Anna smiled. “First up is Katie’s Nail Salon. It’s in Kennebunk, not too far from Castleton Beauty School.”

      She read Jeremy the address, and he tapped it into the GPS application on his phone.

      “I can’t even remember what we used to do in the old days, before these machines,” Anna said.

      “I seem to remember always having books of maps in my trunk. Now I just have to make sure I have my phone charger.”

      They hopped onto Route 95 North and were off to their first salon.

      Although Anna’s mind was occupied with thinking of possible scenarios of what might happen if they found Bella that day, she still couldn’t help but admire the beautiful colors as they drove north.

      “Have you thought about what you’re going to say when we get there?” Jeremy asked. “Judging from our experience with Justine at Castleton, it’s obvious Bella has told people she doesn’t want to be found.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. My plan is to say that I had a great experience with a technician named Izzy when I was visiting a friend in town, and now that I’m back, I was hoping to book an appointment with her again. I’ll say I couldn’t remember the salon I went to and was hoping this was the place.”

      “That might work. They’ll have no reason to hide her identity if they believe you’re looking for her for professional reasons.”

      At 11:45 they pulled into the parking lot of Katie’s Nail Salon.

      “Would you like me to come in, or am I just here for moral support?” Jeremy asked.

      “I’d rather you come in. Maybe you’ll notice something that I don’t.”

      They exited the car and walked into Katie’s Nail Salon. Anna immediately scanned the salon looking for Bella, but she wasn’t in the room. There were a couple of women getting pedicures, another getting a manicure, and in the back was a group of technicians sitting and chatting.

      “May I help you?” one of the women giving a pedicure, asked.

      “I hope so. My name is Anna, and I got a manicure from a technician named Izzy when I was visiting my friend over the summer. I can’t remember the salon I went to, so I was wondering if she happens to work here. I was hoping to book another appointment with her now that I’m back in town.”

      The woman shook her head. “No Izzy here, but we do give the best manicures in town.” She gestured toward the group of women. “Any one of our technicians would take great care of you.”

      “Thank you, but I wanted to find Izzy. I promised I’d come back the next time I was in town. I believe she went to Castleton Beauty School. Do any of you happen to know her? She had long red hair and a great sense of humor.”

      One of the women spoke up. “I graduated from Castleton two years ago, but there was no Izzy there when I attended.”

      “I’ll keep trying. Thanks, anyway,” Anna said.

      She and Jeremy left the salon.

      “I guess we can cross that one off the list,” Jeremy said.

      Anna took out a pen and did just that when they got back into the car.

      “Where to next?”

      “Nails ‘R Us,” Anna said. “It’s only a few miles away.” She gave him the address, and off they went.

      They had a
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