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To Aunty and Uncle Clarence and everyone who has thrown a line over the side of a small boat or off a dock in hope of enticing a crab to grab onto a piece of chicken neck. This includes my brothers and sister and their children, the outlaws, and a bunch of cousins. 
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Day 1 Monday

EVERYONE WHO COMES home again has a story. Sometimes, it’s a break-up or lost job. Other times prices skyrocket and it’s too expensive to stay in a big city. Not so for me. I simply needed to go back to my starting point before I could forge ahead. 

In Washington, DC, where I worked as an event planner, I had a beautiful apartment and several close friends. My life was busy, fabulous and...meaningless. At least, that’s how I felt. 

Friends said I was simply tired from working too hard. That wasn’t it, but I couldn’t find my reset button while I was in the middle of the fray. What did I want? I had no idea.

My best friend in DC sat me down and said, “Gypsy Lee Miller, you’re a city girl now. You need a vacation, not a return to Podunk on the Bay.”

Excuse me? Okay, so nearly all my friends in DC thought I was nuts. But somehow, I thought getting reacquainted with my small town would help me feel more grounded.

Thus, I took my twenty-eight-year-old self back to Bay View Harbor on the Chesapeake Bay’s Eastern Shore. You can see the Bay from the second floor of most houses, there being no high rises this close to the harbor. I could watch the water all day.

The Harbor part of our name is because we sit behind and above a small cove. It gives boats access to the Chesapeake Bay and eventually the Atlantic Ocean, but no swimming.

As Mayor Riggin always said, you get a breeze from the Bay without the storm surges and rip tides. He’s a walking tourist brochure.

This brisk September morning reinforced how a beautiful place with familiar people could soothe the soul. I may not yet be pointed in the perfect direction, but it’s only been four months. 

My apartment is three blocks from the bakery my cousin and I recently opened and almost every step I take holds a memory of my life or a page from the history of Talbot County. As Great-Uncle Thomas Miller was fond of mentioning, our family was among the earliest white settlers on the Bay’s Eastern Shore.

Our family name fits, since my cousin Linda and I descend from several generations who milled wheat on various creeks that led into the Bay from early towns. That’s why it was also fitting that Linda and I opened a bakery, as opposed to a tackle shop or sports bar, in Bay View Harbor. 

When I first started talking to her about moving home, she called to say that the building in which we now bake delectable goodies was on the market – thanks to the untimely death from food poisoning of its prior owner. Linda is a good cook. I am not, though I’ve certainly never poisoned anyone. I may have led people to a spoon of milk of magnesia. 

As I passed the 18th century Presbyterian church, I waved at Lance Boyd walking on the other side of Main St. We graduated from high school together and he now owns the hardware store. It’s been in his family for years and his father couldn’t wait until Lance got out of college and could return to Bay View Harbor to take it over.

Trailing Lance was the town handyman, Gordy Steele, whom I’ve often seen wandering the store’s aisles as if he’s not quite sure what he needs to fix a kitchen sink or garage door.

I paused at the crosswalk at Randolph Road to let a pickup truck make a right turn. Audrey Norton came from behind and stood next to me. “Hi Audrey. How’s the real estate business?”

“Not bad but I wish I had more listings to offer the eight or ten people who call the office every day.”

“That sounds like a lot of phone calls for a town of 3,000 people.”

“It would be if we sold only to people who already lived here. Most of the calls are from DC, Baltimore, or even Annapolis. People who want to live by water in a smaller community.”

“I guess you can’t create houses from sandy soil.”

She smiled as we started across the street. “Wishful thinking. I keep hearing that the land behind Bay View Harbor Inn is finally going to be developed. For townhouses, I think.”

“Would I be able to afford one?”

She looked uncomfortable and I laughed. “Just kidding. I know anything built this close to the Bay would cost hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

We had reached the other side of Randolph and she turned to walk to her office. “That’s probably in the ballpark.”

“I wish I could play on that team. Stop by the bakery and I’ll give you a cookie.”

“I will.” She quickened her pace.

Coming toward me was my good friend Tessa, who operates a yoga studio just off the town square in the basement of a souvenir shop. She could never understand why I wanted to leave Bay View Harbor. I’m not sure whether it was because she was afraid to go herself or just loved the Bay. Probably both.

Tessa called, “Hello girlfriend. What are you baking today?”

“Blueberry muffins, chocolate chip cookies, and thumbprint cookies with different flavors of jam.”

She stopped briefly. “Save me a strawberry one. I’m on the way to my 7:30 class. I’ll stop by late morning to harass you and Linda.”

I tugged at the long ponytail that escaped from her scrunchy. “I never heard of neon purple pants.”

“That’s because you don’t keep up with fashion.” She grinned and kept walking.

I neared the short boardwalk that sat atop the harbor. Steps at the far end led down to the small marina. Small by Chesapeake Bay standards anyway. I would love to have the time to wander there more often.

I reached the Bay View Harbor Inn with its red, white, and blue rocking chairs sitting on the Victorian-style home’s expansive front porch. A white panel truck that said “Bayside Surveyors” sat in front of the building, which lent credence to Audrey’s thinking that the acreage behind the inn would be developed.

My watch showed seven-fifteen, so I quickened my pace as I walked by the bank and a store that sells antiques and collectibles. We don’t open until eight but there’s a lot to do before we unlock the front door.

After two months renovating the ninety-year-old brick building and planning recipes, Linda and I were into a second month running our bakery on Main Street. I’m into my second pair of sneakers from being on my feet so much.

I unlocked the door and entered the bakery sales room with its display cases and several groupings of round tables and chairs. Despite suggestions that we hang drywall, we love the natural ambience of the brick walls. Plus, fingerprints don’t show.

This morning, Linda hummed in the kitchen as she frosted chocolate éclairs. After I poured myself a cup of brew from the coffee maker we keep hidden in the kitchen, I boxed the six dozen chocolate chip cookies I made yesterday for a reception today at the Chamber of Commerce Visitors Center.

Our large plate-glass window reflected the mast on a sailboat leaving the marina. A perfect Monday morning.

Almost every morning we get a smattering of joggers and young parents pushing babies in strollers. We’re hoping for more from businesses around town. Maybe retail clerks or insurance sellers on morning coffee breaks. They do stop by but we aren’t part of their regular routines yet. We welcome anyone with money to spend.

At eight-ten, Mrs. Carnahan arrived for her regular order of blueberry muffins. Linda had boxed them so the woman could leave quickly. She didn’t, of course. She leaned over the bakery counter toward me to do what she usually does—whisper gossip.

I always want to tell her not to lean on the counter because her innate clumsiness would make it topple. But that would not be kind.

“You went to high school with Gordy Steele, didn’t you?”

I sensed Mrs. Carnahan wanted a reason to pass on some juicy item. “We all went to Bay View High School. You even taught there a few decades ago.” I slid open the display case to add more blueberry muffins.

“Don’t be impertinent. I heard Gordy Steele owes half the town money.” She lowered her voice to a more dramatic whisper. “Car payments, hardware store tab, poker night debts—that man should be ashamed of himself. He’ll end up in the poor house.”

I held her gaze as she pulled back. “You taught history. What was Teddy Roosevelt’s daughter’s name?”

“You know full well it was Alice Roosevelt Longworth.”

“I know that because you said her most famous quote was, ‘If you haven't got anything nice to say about anybody, come sit next to me.’”

She tilted her nose upward, a true snob’s posture. “I’m standing up. You should be...”

The jingle of the bell above the bakery door interrupted us. Speak of the devil — or in this case, the town handyman.

Gordy Steele ambled in, his clothes more paint-stained than even a week ago. Combined with his shaggy hair, beard and worn, off-white house painter’s pants, he looked like someone who didn’t make the cut for a TV ad for the hardware store.

“Morning, everybody.” He held up a small notebook. “I’m heading out to collect from some folks who are a tad behind paying for me fixing the awning on their patio. Could I get one of your lemon cupcakes on credit?”

I tried to look friendly but didn’t smile. “Today’s fresh batch is in the oven. How about a pumpkin muffin? You can pay me tomorrow.” I emphasized ‘tomorrow.’

He adopted his aw-shucks persona. “Thank you kindly, Miss Miller.”

“Gordy. I’m not a School Marm.”

Mrs. Carnahan bristled. “What’s wrong with being a School Marm?”

“Not one thing,” I said. 

Linda cleared her throat from where she was working in the kitchen. 

Gordy took a big bite of his pumpkin muffin. “Morning, Ms. Carnahan.” He raised the cupcake as if toasting me. “Best bakery in town.” He walked out more briskly than he walked in.

No need to remind him we are the only bakery in Bay View Harbor.

Mrs. Carnahan peered into her box. “Thank you for the extra blueberry muffin.”

From the kitchen, Linda called, “Always a pleasure for a good customer.”

Mrs. Carnahan looked at me as she turned to go, probably expecting me to echo the compliment. I merely smiled.

As she opened the door, a few of real estate agent Audrey Norton’s words to Gordy came through. “I told you I would pay you next...”

The door shut on their two frowning faces. Guess we knew whose awning had been repaired.

Linda came out of the kitchen wiping her hands on one of our rainbow-colored matching aprons, which bore the words Baking Bay View Harbor Delights. “I’m glad she’s a daily customer, but I wish she had someplace to go so she didn’t linger.”

“Couldn’t agree more.” I wrote Gordy’s I.O.U. on a slip of paper to put in the cash register drawer with the rest of them. “I think Gordy’s close to twenty-eight dollars. We may have to cut him off.” 

Linda laughed. “He reminds me of the cartoon character who always said, ‘I’ll gladly pay you Tuesday for a hamburger today.’”

“You would look at it that way.”

“Better than staying mad about it,” she said. “It’ll be quiet for a few minutes. You can deliver those cookies to the Visitors’ Center before our mid-morning rush.”

I picked up the box and left with good-natured sarcasm. “If we ever get better known, we’ll find out what a real mid-morning rush is.”
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Day 2, Tuesday

TUESDAY MORNING BROUGHT clouds and fog, so I couldn’t see any sailboat masts through the large bakery window. The fog usually clears before ten, so I should be able to see sailboats return.

Linda joined me at the display case. “To counter this glum day, instead of white frosting, I put bright yellow on the sample lemon cupcakes you baked.”

“I promise I’ll learn to make better whipped frosting one of these days.”

She patted my arm as she turned toward the kitchen. “I promise not to hold my breath.”

I smiled to myself. Linda is the epitome of a good teacher – patient, always giving clear instructions. She has a clumsy student.

At five after eight, a well-dressed older woman was our first customer. She glanced around and then looked at me. “Is Linda here?”

“I’m her cousin, Gypsy Lee. I’ll get her from the kitchen.”

“No need.” Linda came to stand next to me. “Good morning, Mrs. Evans. How are you and the mayor this morning?”

“He’s extra busy working with the zoning folks to see how that property behind the inn can be subdivided.”

Linda smiled. “What can I get you?”

“How about two of those little shortbread cakes and an apple fritter. You know how the mayor likes anything apple.”

I opened a display case sliding door to get the shortbread, but the apple fritters hadn’t sold well. We don’t make them regularly.

Linda to the rescue. “The last time we made fritters I put two in the freezer to hold for you. Let me get them.” She went back to the kitchen.

Mrs. Evans smiled at me. “That cousin of yours thinks of everything.”

“She does. It was her idea to start this bakery.”

She winked at me. “I hear you’ve provided more than half of the muscle.”

I didn’t add that I’d thrown in most of the money, too.

Linda returned with two fritters in a plastic bag. “I’ll charge you for one but take both of these because they’re frozen. They’ll be just as good after you thaw them out.”

As soon as Mrs. Evans left, the door jingled and Leslie, who I’d talked to at the Chamber of Commerce yesterday, came in. “I’m so glad you stopped by. How well did the chocolate chip and oatmeal cookies go over yesterday?”

Leslie is so tall and thin I can’t imagine her eating cookies or cake. “Very well. I’m glad you left some business cards.”

“What can I get you this morning?”

She took flyers from her shoulder bag. “Sorry. Not here to buy. We hoped you would post a flyer about the Harvest Festival in October.”

I took one. The two-day “Apples and Pumpkins Galore” harvest festival would again take place above the harbor, just off the boardwalk. Booths and vendor tables would stretch along at least Main Street and Crabapple Drive.

“Funny you should bring them today. A couple of days ago we bought a small bulletin board for community announcements. I’ll put it up later today. Your flyer will be the first thing on it.”

“That’s great.” She glanced around the empty sales area but made no comment. “I’m sure I’ll see you before the festival.”

When she left, I carried the flyer into the kitchen to show to Linda. 

“The festival slipped my mind. Next year we can be more organized and get a table.”

Mrs. Carnahan arrived about nine o’clock. “I’m getting two extra blueberry muffins today. I told Marlene Jones at the library how good they are.”

I felt guilty for my rude thoughts about Mrs. Carnahan, so gave her a broader smile than usual. “A good customer and a public relations dream.”

“Boxing them right now,” Linda called from the kitchen.

Mrs. Carnahan leaned over the display case in her best conspiratorial manner. “Did you hear how mad people are about that development the mayor’s pushing?”

When I frowned, she added, “Behind the Bay View Harbor Inn. I heard Maggie really wants to sell that land she owns back there. It’s too hilly for a parking lot or addition to the inn.”

“I think I’ve heard about it.” I vaguely remembered reading an article in the weekly town paper about environmental concerns. “Linda and I don’t get much chance for chit chat since we’re the only staff here.”

She didn’t take the hint. “I’m surprised the city can get water and utilities to that spot. It seems if it was easy somebody would have done something with that property ages ago. It’s five acres, the last large parcel of land in town.”

I didn’t want a lecture on Bay View Harbor real estate, so when the jingling door signaled Gordy Steele’s almost-daily visit, I didn’t mind. 

“Mornin’, ladies.” He held a cup of carry-out coffee with a lid and wore his usual grin, which could’ve meant he’d won the lottery or lost his last dime. With Gordy, you never knew.

“Morning, Gordy. How did the bill collecting go?” I asked.

He appeared puzzled.

“You know, the notebook you had yesterday? Did you get paid for the awning repair?” As his light frown cleared, I could almost hear his brain concoct a new story.

“We’re still haggling over the amount. I should start using written contracts.” He called toward the kitchen. “Linda, those éclairs ready? I promised my niece I’d bring something sweet to her recital.”

Linda came from the kitchen and slid a white box across the counter. “I have them ready. Not on a tab this time, Gordy.”

Gordy chuckled. “I’m good for it.”

Mrs. Carnahan’s nose went higher into the air.

I caught Linda’s look—which said she was tired of being burned but too polite to call him a liar outright.

Gordy moved his coffee from one hand to another, fished a crumpled bill from his pocket, slid it across the counter, and reached for the box. “See? Man of honor.”

“Thank you, Gordy,” Linda said. She turned toward the cash register at the far end of the counter.

Gordy placed his coffee cup between the middle and ring fingers of his large hand with the pinkie underneath. He grasped a small lemon cupcake between his thumb and index finger from the sample tray on the counter and popped all of it into his mouth followed by a quick swig of coffee, cheeks bulging. His grin faded and his eyes widened. He swayed once. 

I came around the display case and stood next to him. “You look like you need to sit down.”

Mrs. Carnahan backed into a chair and Linda dashed to another of the chairs that sat at the round customer tables.

Gordy half gurgled and half nodded. His eyes widened as his coffee splashed to the floor and his grip with his other hand crushed the box of eclairs. The hand that had held the coffee reached toward the sample plate of cupcakes on the counter. He grabbed the edge of the plate and yellow cupcakes plopped to the floor, several landing on their frosting amid the filling that had squished out of the box of eclairs.

Linda pushed the chair behind his knees and commanded, “Sit down, Gordy.”

For a second, I thought he’d land on the chair. Instead, he crumpled to the floor.

Mrs. Carnahan shrieked so loudly my ears hurt.

“Gordy?” I dropped to my knees beside him. His breathing had become faint, his face pale. Two large spit bubbles emitted from between his lips. He made no attempt to stand.

Mrs. Carnahan’s scream had traveled and I heard a few voices from the sidewalk outside the store. I couldn’t discern the words, but the panic came through.

The bell jingled again and Officer Barn Butler walked in; the only man who still thought asking for a “police discount” was funny.

He stopped as he took in Gordy, his cupcake squashed under one hand and the ones from the counter decorating the floor. 

I knelt on a cupcake as Linda dropped beside me and touched Gordy’s arm.

“What’s going on? Gypsy Lee?” Barn had already reached for his radio.

“I don’t think Gordy’s acting.” I brushed frosting off my hands as I thought my words probably sounded as if I wasn’t taking Gordy’s pallor and continually slower breathing seriously. “Which seems... unlikely.”

Barn spoke rapidly into his radio: “Dispatch, need medical at Bay View Harbor Bakery. Man on the floor.” He kept the radio line open and asked, “Did he just eat anything?”

I swallowed hard. “One sample-size lemon cupcake.”

“Possible severe allergic reaction or heart attack.” He stowed the radio on his utility belt and knelt on the floor next to Linda, who had begun chest compressions as Gordy seemed to take a last, gasping breath. Barn took over and she stood, eyes on Gordy’s face.

I stood too and glanced at several faces pressed against the bakery’s plate glass window, likely drawn there by Mrs. Carnahan’s scream. Harry Edison from the convenience store next to the bakery mouthed, “Can I help?” I mouthed back, “We’ve got this.”

Actually, Barn did. 

Edison turned to go back to his store. Never good to leave a place selling beer, candy, and cigarettes unattended.

Mrs. Carnahan claimed my attention as she gasped and clutched her gaudy necklace of large, multi-colored beads from the glass-blowing store near the harbor. “I knew it! I told you Gordy Steele would end up in trouble. But poisoned cupcakes? The scandal!”

I sputtered and Barn spoke sharply as he continued compressions. “No one said anything about poison!”

I had wanted more publicity for the bakery, but not this sort. I looked down at the lemon frosting smeared across Gordy’s upper lip. My cupcakes. My bakery. My fault?
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BY THE TIME the paramedics wheeled Gordy Steele out of Bay View Harbor Bakery, I had washed my hands and they had stopped shaking. I remembered he said he had a niece who would be in a recital today and made a mental note to find out who to call. I worked on getting my voice to sound normal.

The lemon cupcakes were nothing but sticky casualties scattered across the floor but compared to Gordy’s look of impending death (or maybe it had already occurred?), that hardly mattered. 

From inside the bakery, I watched the paramedics load Gordy into the ambulance and felt numb. How could this happen? 

The “Closed” sign now on the front door felt like an eviction notice. In Bay View Harbor, you can survive a storm, a power outage, and even a boardwalk collapse. But a whisper that our baked goods might have killed someone? That could sink us faster than rocks in a crab pot.

“Don’t scowl like that, Gypsy Lee.” Linda put a hand on my shoulder. “It gives you wrinkles, and I’m the only one in this bakery who’s earned them.”

Her weak humor didn’t help, but I tried to smile or at least give her a look of encouragement. My words didn’t match the effort. “Sorry, Linda. Hard to work on my smile while the business could be tanking.”

“Don’t be dramatic. We’ll weather this.” But her tone was less certain than her words.

I looked at her straight back and composed expression. My widowed cousin had been through a lot for a woman only fifty years old. I sometimes wondered how she kept her positive outlook.

Linda glanced at the ruined cupcakes. “Maybe fewer lemon experiments. Stick to chocolate. Nobody dies from chocolate.”

I remembered several cozy mysteries with titles about death by chocolate but didn’t mention them. Before I could say anything, the bell over the door jingled again. I jumped.

Barn Butler filled the doorway. He had the kind of face that could charm tourists at the summer fair, but right now it was so grim it could be on a wanted poster.

I’ve known him since junior high; he was two classes ahead of mine. Full name Barnabus but he stopped letting people call him Barney when the city hired him for the police force. He hated the comparison to Barney Fife.

“Closed, Barn,” I said, pointing at the sign. “Unless you’re here to buy a sympathy muffin.”

“Very funny.” He stepped inside and looked at each of us for a second. “I’m sorry to tell you I just heard that Gordy was dead before the ambulance got to the hospital in Easton.”

I had figured he would not have the benefit of a medical miracle, but it still shocked me. “I, I’m sorry.”

Linda shook her head and said the same.

He pulled a small notebook from the breast pocket of his uniform. “I need to go over everything that happened this morning, and anything else you think could relate to Gordy’s death.”

Linda started. “He comes in most days and gets a muffin or piece of banana bread. Something more substantive than a cookie.”

I jumped in. “Some days he pays and some days he wants it on credit. Not something we usually do, but it’s hard to say no to someone who looks as if they don’t have an extra dime.”

“Now,” Linda continued, “today, he paid for some eclairs for his niece’s concert or recital or something. Then he grabbed a small cupcake from the sample plate on the display case. Popped it in his mouth and took a swig of coffee.”

Barn looked up from his notepad. “You don’t serve coffee, do you?”

I shook my head. “We have a pot but it’s for us. Some days Gordy brings a cup in and some days he’s empty-handed. Except in the sense that his hand is always out for a freebie.”

“Gypsy Lee!” Linda’s tone told me I was being scolded. “The man just died.”

“That’s true. I’m sorry.”

Barn looked from me to Linda and back to me. “How long had he been on the floor when I came in?”

“Seconds,” Linda said. “He took a bite of that cupcake and then just sort of crumbled. We rushed a chair to him, but he collapsed on the floor.”

“Was there anyone in here besides you two and Mrs. Carnahan?”

We both shook our heads.

Barn shut his notebook “I have phone numbers for you two if I have more questions. Depending how this goes, one of the detectives may come by to talk to you.”

“Can’t you do it all?” Linda asked.

He smiled, slightly. “Thanks for the vote of confidence but if this ends up being something other than a heart attack or stroke, we’ll need more than one person trying to figure out what happened. “

I hesitated for a second before asking my next question. “I don’t mean to sound like I don’t care about Gordy at all, but how long will this take? When can we reopen?”

“I...don’t have an exact answer,” Barn said.

I thought of all the cookies, muffins, and scones we had made in the last couple of days. I hated the thought of throwing or giving it all away. “Is there anything we can do to help? It’s not as if we’re working.”

Barn frowned. “Gypsy Lee, I need to remind you of something.”

I folded my arms. Since the time I figured out some of the money collected for the high school band uniforms was going for beer, people have accused me of being nosy. “Let me guess. ‘Stay out of it, Gypsy Lee. Leave the police work to the professionals.’”

His eyebrow twitched. “Surprise, surprise. You are trainable. Toxicology report’s pending, of course, but the paramedics said it looked more like poisoning than a heart attack. Not that they have the final say.”

The words sank in. “Poisoning. As in someone wanted him dead or he drank bootlegged beer?”

“Hard to think it’s accidental, but who knows at this point?” He glanced at Linda, who gave him a considerable frown. “We’re not saying it came from here. Not yet.”

“Not yet?” My voice went up an octave. “Gordy collapsed with one of my cupcakes in his mouth. You think people aren’t already whispering that I baked him to death?”

“Look, I know people will gossip, but you’re not a suspect.”

“Hooray for that.” Then I remembered the eclairs. “Gordy has a niece...” I realized I was speaking of him in the present tense.

“One of the lieutenants knows Gordy’s sister and is reaching out to her.”

The door banged open again. My yoga friend Tessa Ruiz breezed in now wearing neon yellow yoga pants and an expression that said she’d already heard three versions of the morning’s events. Her long brown hair escaped from its loose French twist, bobby pins popping as she almost shuddered with excitement.

“Gypsy Lee! Do you know people are saying Gordy dropped dead because of your cupcakes? And that Mrs. Carnahan had to give him mouth-to-mouth?”

I snorted. “She screamed so loud she nearly cracked the windows. Besides, you’ve heard her complain about her hip. She couldn’t get down on the floor to save her own life, much less anyone else’s.”

Linda stifled a giggle. “Of course, none of this is funny.”

“Several people tried to help him, Tessa,” Barn began, “You shouldn’t be...”

She plopped onto a stool. “You should see the chatter online. Somebody already started calling them ‘Killer Cupcakes.’ Kind of catchy, don’t you think?”

Barn glared from her to me. “This is not a joke. And none of you can touch anything until the store is cleared to reopen.”

I met his gaze with a steady one of my own. “Then maybe you’d better solve this one quick, Officer Barn Butler. Because I’m not letting Bay View Harbor believe we’re running a lethal bakery.”

The silence stretched, broken only by Cousin Linda muttering, “I told you chocolate’s safer.”

Barn broke it. “I need to ask you three to leave for now. Crime scene people have to check out the bakery.”

“What? You mean yellow tape on the door to be photographed for people’s Facebook pages?”

Tessa rubbed her hands in an exaggerated motion.

“Is that really necessary?” Linda asked.

“And you should be glad Deputy Nelson can do the basic work. Otherwise, we’d have to call in somebody from Salisbury or Easton, and you’d be closed longer.”

I almost sighed, but held it in. “Okay if I clean up the floor before we leave?”

“Absolutely not.”

Linda and I grabbed our purses from a drawer in the kitchen and followed Tessa onto the street to face a small group of curious townspeople.

A woman I didn’t recognize asked “if the man died,” and a man asked if “the guy had eaten some food he got at the bakery.”

“Thanks for your concern.” They didn’t appear to get my sarcasm. “You’ll have to go to the police for information. In fact, Officer Butler should be out in a minute.” 

Linda unlocked the door of her older Toyota Camry. “You two want a ride?”

Tessa, who talks big but is a chicken at heart, hopped in. 

“No thanks, Cuz, I need the walk.” I kept going, but in a direction away from my apartment, which is only three blocks away. I didn’t want anyone following me home. When the groupies melted away, I waited a minute in the doorway of a nail salon and then turned to walk back the way I had come.

When I reached the convenience store next to the bakery, Harry Edison stuck his head out of the door. “Sorry you had to go through that, Gypsy Lee. You okay?”

I stopped to smile at my fortyish neighbor. “Not really, but Gordy Steele’s the one who had the really bad day.”

“Poor guy. You want a slushie, my treat?”

I smiled. “No, but I may take you up on it later.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Trying to Shed Suspicion
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I GOT HOME earlier than usual, of course. As I walked up the steps to my second floor apartment, I again felt glad that I rented in a building with only six units, each with its own outside entry. This afternoon especially, I didn’t want to have to be friendly to people in the hallways of a large building.

The walls of my one-bedroom unit display watercolors depicting marshes and beaches on the Eastern shore. They offered special comfort today. 

I did a load of laundry, went to the town’s small grocery store for baking supplies, and vacuumed the apartment. I had just kicked off my shoes and plopped onto the couch when Tessa called at five-thirty.

“We need to look at Gordy Steele’s house to get a full sense of who he was.”

“Tessa, I’m barely holding it together. The last thing I want to do is get arrested for trespassing on a dead man’s property.” 

“Me either,” she said. “The thing is, by tomorrow it will have been in the news a lot and other people may be driving by. Tonight would be the time to head over there.” 

I thought about it for several seconds. “I suppose the more we know about him the better, but I can’t imagine we can find a way to get inside. A legal way, anyway.”

“Great. It’s already dusk. Pick me up in five minutes.” 

It didn’t take long to drive by his small house on the north side of Bay View Harbor. The lawn was mowed but hedges needed trimming and the front-lawn flower garden was mostly weeds. But the shutters had a fresh coat of cornflower-blue paint and the gutters were straight. I supposed a handyman’s house had to look at least somewhat well cared for. Yellow police tape encircled the front porch and looped over the front door.

The house sat in front of a small children’s play park, which meant no one lived behind it. The couple houses closest to it were summer rentals. The late September weather was warm enough that owners might come on a weekend, but not during the week.

After all her insistence that we “get started,” Tessa now hesitated. “I don’t think we can actually sneak in. See the yellow police tape?”

Sitting in my small SUV half a block away, I could tell the police had come and gone. They could come back, but the frame, one-story house was so small they would have been able to search it quickly. “I don’t want to get arrested for breaking and entering, but we should see what the house looks like from the back. If we spot an open window we can come back when it’s dark.”

“Uh, okay.”

I turned to look at her next to me in the front seat. “You don’t have to come.”

“Guess I did suggest it. Let’s go into the park and check out the back of the house.”

We got out of the car. “This is the first time I’ve ever wished I had a dog.”

She smiled. “You’d have to clean up poop.”

We walked in companionable silence to the small neighborhood park and sat on swings next to each other.

“It seems as if they left a light on in a hallway or something,” Tessa said.

“Probably to make it easier to see if people went in after dark. Damn.” I squinted into the dusk. “Is that a woodpile or a small shed about forty feet behind the house?”

“Looks like a shed. He probably kept some of his handyman tools in there,” Tessa said.

“Hmm. That would mean a strong lock. Worth a look, though, don’t you think?”

“Yeah. Let’s act like we’re checking out the park jungle gym, then we can duck into the trees and cut through to the area behind the shed.”

We did that and peered at the roughly eight-by-ten shed from a bush behind it. “I wonder why there’s no police tape on the shed?” I asked.

“Probably not much in it,” Tessa said. “The only light I have is the one on my phone. You?”

“A stronger one would call more attention to us.” I walked to a window, one of two small ones on each side. The window was surprisingly clean, probably to let in more light during the day. I peered in.

“What do you see?” Tessa asked.

“Not much. A lawnmower and snowblower take up most of the room.” I pushed my nose onto the glass. “One set of shelves. Lots of stuff for painting.”

“You mean like an easel?”

I smiled. “Like cans and brushes for house painting, plus some tarps in a corner.” I crouched. “You stay here on the side. I’m going to crabwalk to the door in front.”

I peered at the doorknob “Weird. It’s like a lock you’d have on a bedroom in your house.”

Tessa joined me. “That sounds like a job for a bobby pin.” She pulled one from her French twist and wiggled it in the lock for about thirty seconds. She grinned when the knob made a clicking sound. “We’re in.”

Still crouching, we opened the door and went in, closing it behind us. I took out my phone but used only the screen’s light, not the much stronger flashlight. Tessa did the same.

“Why would he have such a flimsy lock?” she asked.

“Maybe he wanted stuff to get stolen so he could collect insurance.”

“Good a rationale as any,” Tessa said. “I’ll look around the mower and blower; you start with what’s on the shelves.”

The advantage of being with someone you’ve known most of your life is that silence isn’t awkward. We worked quietly for almost ten minutes. Finally, Tessa said, “I really thought we’d find a place where the dirt was disturbed, like he buried money from people he stiffed or something.”

“You’ve seen too many movies. I have one more shelf.” It had gotten so dark I was working almost by feel because I didn’t want to turn on a brighter light. Nothing behind the plastic five-gallon-size buckets on the bottom shelf. 

I ran my hand under a stack of paint trays, the kind used with rollers when you’re painting a wall. My fingers touched what felt like a thin booklet under the bottom one. “I might have something here.” Gingerly I pulled the stack toward me and detached the bottommost tray before I put the others back on the shelf.

A soft notebook, roughly four by five inches, was loosely affixed to the plastic tray with masking tape. “Bingo. He had this with him in the bakery the other day.”

Tessa’s excited voice whispered. “What is it?”

“He often had a notebook. I ...”

A branch cracked only a few yards from the shed. We stared into the whites of each other’s eyes. Tessa had the good sense to reach up and twist the simple lock on the doorknob. In panic, I glanced at the stack of paint tarps and gestured to Tessa to help me unfold one.

As we pulled a tarp off the pile and began to unfold it, we heard shuffling in the leaves near the shed. Someone else had the same idea we did!

Just before we crawled under the tarp, I grabbed the pile of paint trays and a couple of brushes and put them on top of us. I hoped we would look like a lumpy pile of junk.

We lay close to each other. I could smell Tessa’s lavender-scented shampoo and hoped we’d be around to wash our hair the next morning. I willed my heart not to beat so strongly, but it did no good. Surely no one could hear it outside the shed.

The door handle jiggled. Tessa drew a sharp breath. I stopped breathing.

A man’s voice muttered, “Who woulda thought he’d have a lock?” The voice was low and indistinct. I didn’t recognize it.

Whoever he was walked around the shed and peered in the windows on each side. He muttered, “Jewelry wouldn’t be in there.” He started to walk away but came back. “Perfect place for it, though.” 

Sweat trickled down the back of my neck. Had we managed to possibly find the most important clue, Gordy’s customer list and maybe more, only to lose it to someone else who wanted what Gordy had?

The man tapped on the glass. Surely he wouldn’t break it. No one could squeeze through it.

A boy’s voice came to us. “Jody! Mom says get your ass home!”

A younger child said, “Mom wouldn’t say ass.”

“That’s the dead guy’s house over there. She said not...”

The man began to move away.

A loud
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