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      To Scott-

      I love growing old with you.

      

      And to Lincoln-

      Because you’ll always be the first grandbaby.
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      I had no plans to become a widow at the tender age of twenty-four.

      I also had no plans to own a tea shop on a sleepy South Carolina island, but I’ve discovered life doesn’t give two figs about my plans. Life on Grimm Island taught me that lesson. Here, the oak trees drip with Spanish moss and secrets hang just as heavy in the humid air.

      The Perfect Steep—my tea shop and little kingdom of mismatched chairs and vintage tea pots—sat on the corner of Harbor and Lighthouse. From the outside, it was Grimm Island gentility personified—soft blue paint with crisp white trim, black shutters, and a sweeping wraparound porch where two rocking chairs waited patiently as if ready for Southern hospitality itself.

      Inside was a different story entirely. Inside was pure me.

      My name is Mabel McCoy, and I’d done a good job of pretending to be gentility personified since my husband died ten years ago. But I’d noticed lately there were times when I was starting to feel a bit frayed around the edges, and I wondered how long it would be before people started to notice.

      My tea shop was what I affectionately called organized chaos with a tea obsession, a phrase that would have made Patrick smile if he’d lived to see it. Shiplap walls that should have been pristine white were instead painted a pale yellow on one wall, mint green on another, and a soft lavender on the third—the result of my inability to choose just one color and my stubborn refusal to start over once I’d begun. The heart pine floors creaked like they were telling secrets, especially in the three spots by the register that I’d learned to hop over during busy hours.

      Ceiling fans with blades shaped like giant leaves spun lazily overhead, stirring the air that always smelled of whatever tea blend I was experimenting with that day. Today it was something with bergamot and cinnamon that made the whole place smell like Christmas morning, even in the middle of May.

      I glanced at the hideous cherub clock on the wall—a wedding gift from Patrick’s grandmother that I couldn’t bring myself to take down despite its beady-eyed stare. Five thirty. The afternoon crowd had thinned out, and I had about thirty minutes before the Silver Sleuths would arrive for their monthly book club meeting.

      I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and smoothed back a stray blond curl. At least the island’s humidity was good for something—my vintage waves actually seemed to like it. I reapplied my red lipstick, the one bit of glamour I never skipped, and hummed along with Frank Sinatra as he sang “I Get a Kick Out of You” through the speakers.

      I’d just finished boxing up a special tea blend to deliver to Mrs. Pembroke when the bell above the door jingled. Deputy Mark Reynolds strolled in, his uniform crisp despite the late hour, that easy smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.

      “Just in time,” I said. “It’s almost closing time.”

      “My timing’s always been impeccable,” he replied, removing his hat. His rust-colored hair had gone silver at the temples since I’d known him, but his pale blue eyes still held that same kindness they had since I’d been a kid. “Got any of that cinnamon tea left? Been a day.”

      “For you? Always.” I turned to prepare his usual as he settled onto his regular stool at the counter. “Rough shift?”

      Reynolds sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Milton left us a mess to clean up. This new sheriff’s asking a lot of questions and digging through files none of us even knew existed.”

      “And that’s a problem?” I asked, sliding his to-go tea across the counter.

      “Can’t say I blame him,” he said. “But it’s just stirring up the past. Sheriff Milton did a lot of damage and people are hurting. He even went through the case files from when those three girls went missing. That might have been before you were born. But those girls’ families still live on the island. No need to dredge it all up and put them through that again. Some things are better left buried, if you ask me.”

      He took a sip of tea and closed his eyes in appreciation. “Perfect as always, Mabel. Don’t know what I’d do without my evening fix.”

      I smiled. Reactions like his to my teas were my favorite part of the job. It might seem boring by most people’s standards, but I didn’t need much. I considered myself a simple, easygoing woman.

      “So how’s the new sheriff working out?” I asked, wiping down the counter.

      “Beckett?” Reynolds shrugged. “By the book. Bit of an outsider, but seems decent enough. Time will tell if he sticks around.” He glanced at his watch. “Guess my break is over. You closing up for your book club tonight?”

      “How did you know about that?” I asked, though I wasn’t really surprised. Nothing stayed secret on Grimm Island for long.

      He tapped the side of his nose and said, “Hey, I’m a cop. I know things.” He finished his tea and slid a five-dollar bill across the counter.

      “On the house,” I told him.

      He put the five in the tip jar anyway and gave me a wink. “See you tomorrow.”

      As the door chimed behind him, I went to clear china cups from a corner table, wiping it down and giving my last customer a side-eye because he’d been sitting there for three hours and kept filling up his teacup with whatever was in the thermos he’d brought from home. I was getting ready to shoo him along when he hurriedly shoved his things in his bag and hurried out the door.

      “Rude,” I said, cleaning up his mess. “Almost time, Chowder,” I said to my French bulldog, who was sprawled across the window seat, his wrinkled face looking particularly judgmental today. “The Silver Sleuths will be here soon.”

      Chowder snorted and rolled onto his back, his stubby legs in the air.

      “I’ll take that as excitement. Just try not to con Walt out of all his treats this time. You know what the vet said about your cholesterol.”

      I wiped down the large round table by the front window—the Silver Sleuths’ preferred spot for their meetings. They liked to see and be seen, a requirement for five seniors who considered people-watching a competitive sport. I’d arranged six chairs around it, knowing that somehow they’d rope me into joining, despite my protests.

      I gave my sea-green dress a final smoothing. It was vintage, with those puffed sleeves I loved, and paired perfectly with the pearl pendant Patrick had given me on our first anniversary.

      Frank’s crooning faded, and Ella and Louis came on, deciding whether or not they could be friends as they debated the correct pronunciation of the word tomato. Chowder gave a soft woof and rolled to his side so he could look at passersby out the window.

      “I agree,” I told him. “I could never fall in love with someone who says tamahto. A bit too pretentious for my taste.”

      Chowder woofed again in agreement. There were some moments when Chowder and I were in perfect accord.

      I’d just finished arranging a fresh bouquet of flowers in the center of the table when the bell above the door chimed again.

      “Do I smell lemon scones?” Deidre Whitmore called as she bustled in, fifteen minutes early as usual. Her silver hair was secured in a haphazard bun with what appeared to be a pencil, wayward curls flying in all directions. She carried an enormous tote bag, and I knew it was filled with books and enough butterscotch candies to survive an apocalypse.

      “Fresh out of the oven,” I confirmed, smiling despite myself. Ms. Whitmore had been Grimm Island’s librarian for most of my life—a woman who had seemed positively ancient when I’d been a kid—only to finally retire a few years ago. Somehow, she looked exactly the same as she had twenty years earlier. I still couldn’t quite shake the feeling that I should whisper in her presence. I also had trouble remembering to call her Deidre instead of Ms. Whitmore.

      “Wonderful! I brought some of my lavender shortbread to share,” she said, extracting a tin from her bag. “The recipe’s from 1897. Found it in the historical society archives.”

      I smiled and took the tin from her. “You know you don’t have to bring food, Ms. Whitmore. This is a tea shop. I’m happy to provide all the refreshments.”

      “Call me Deidre, dear,” she reminded me for what had to be the hundredth time. Her bright red culottes were a blur as she made her way to the prepared table. She untied her red-and-white striped sweater from around her shoulders and put it on the back of her preferred chair to save her spot. “And nonsense. It’s a book club, and book clubs have potlucks.”

      The bell jingled again, and Walt Garrison marched in with military precision, followed closely by Dottie Simmons and Hank Hardeman.

      “Five forty-two,” Walt announced, consulting his ancient waterproof watch. He wore pressed navy slacks with sharp creases, a matching windbreaker, and the thick-soled shoes his orthopedist insisted he wear for fallen arches. “Right on schedule.”

      “We’re early, Walt,” Dottie corrected, adjusting her green cat-eye glasses. “The meeting doesn’t start until six.”

      “Early is on time, on time is late,” Walt replied with the air of someone who had been saying the same thing for at least seventy years.

      “And late is unacceptable,” Hank finished with a sigh. “We know, Walt. We’ve known since 1972.”

      Hank had spent a good part of his career as a federal judge and had finally retired a few years ago at his wife’s urging. He was a no-nonsense sort of man, but he’d taken to wearing shorts since his retirement, showing off knobby knees and the black dress socks he wore pulled up to the middle of his shins.

      “Where’s Bea?” I asked, noting the missing member of their quintet.

      “Picking up Mr. Whiskers from the groomer,” Dottie explained. “That cat gets more salon appointments than I do.” She patted her freshly cut bob that had been dyed the jet black of her youth.

      “Tea will be ready in a minute,” I said. “I’ve got Earl Grey for Walt, oolong for Deidre⁠—”

      “And chamomile for me,” Dottie finished. “You’re a dear to remember.”

      “It’s not exactly difficult,” I said. “You’ve ordered the same thing for the past three years.”

      “Consistency is the foundation of character,” Hank declared.

      I retreated to the counter to prepare their tea. This monthly ritual had become so familiar I could probably do it in my sleep. First Thursday of every month, the Silver Sleuths Murder Society would descend upon my shop for their book club meeting, which inevitably dissolved into island gossip and wild speculation about whatever mystery novel they’d selected.

      The bell jingled again, and Bea Livingston swept in like a tropical storm. Today she wore a flowing caftan in a peacock print so bright it had its own weather system, paired with earrings the size of small chandeliers. Her red hair sizzled with electricity.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she announced, though she was actually ten minutes early. “Mr. Whiskers was uncooperative.” She held up her hands to display several small scratches. “Battle wounds.”

      “I have some antiseptic cream,” I offered.

      “Don’t bother. I’ve survived three husbands and more hurricanes than I can count,” she said with a dismissive wave that sent her bangles jangling. “A few cat scratches are nothing.”

      She settled into her usual chair and immediately leaned forward. “Now, before we start, has anyone seen our mysterious sheriff today?”

      I rolled my eyes. The whole island was fascinated by the new sheriff. Maybe because he’d been brought in because of a scandal. Maybe because he wasn’t a local. Or maybe because none of the gossips could get any personal information out of him. But the Silver Sleuths’ sheriff watch made the CIA look like a bunch of amateurs.

      “Not since yesterday,” Walt reported. “He was at the pharmacy picking up a prescription.”

      “Did you see what for?” Deidre asked, leaning in so eagerly she nearly knocked over her teacup.

      “Couldn’t tell,” Walt said, clearly disappointed by this gap in his intelligence gathering. “Brown paper bag, folded at the top. Very discreet.”

      “Blood pressure medication, most likely,” Hank declared with authority. “Law enforcement has the highest rate of hypertension of any profession.”

      “Could be pain medication,” Dottie countered, tapping her fingers thoughtfully on the table. “Did you notice how he rolls his neck? I bet it’s arthritis. Unless he’s addicted to pain pills. That’s a whole other problem.”

      “Maybe it’s something more…personal,” Bea whispered, raising her eyebrows.

      All I could do was shake my head. The poor sheriff would have an interminable disease by the time they got through with him. “Or it could just be allergy medicine,” I offered. “I’ve seen him sneeze every time he walks past the magnolias on Harbor Street.”

      “Interesting that you’ve noticed his sneezing habits, Mabel,” Bea said, her smile spreading like warm butter.

      I felt my cheeks flush. “We live on a four-thousand-acre island. Everyone knows everything.”

      “Clearly not everything,” Walt said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Otherwise we’d know what was in that prescription.”

      “You all do realize that stalking the sheriff is probably illegal, right?”

      “It’s not stalking,” Deidre protested. “It’s community awareness. You should just ask Jerry, Hank. Don’t you two play golf together?”

      Hank grunted. “Jerry holds confidences better than a Catholic priest. He’s a pharmacist with scruples.”

      “Imagine that,” I murmured.

      “He’ll be here any minute.” Dottie said with a meaningful glance at the clock. “It’s almost closing time.”

      She wasn’t wrong. For the past three weeks, ever since Sheriff Dashiell Beckett had been appointed to replace our disgraced former sheriff, he’d developed a habit of stopping by The Perfect Steep just before closing time for his evening tea. Black, strong, no sugar, splash of milk. It was the most predictable thing about him.

      “He’s very consistent,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Professional habit, I guess.”

      “Or he likes the view,” Bea suggested with an exaggerated wink in my direction.

      I pursed my lips. “He likes the tea, Bea. That’s all.”

      “Mmhmm,” all five seniors hummed in unison, with identical expressions of disbelief.

      “So what’s the book this month?” I asked, desperate to change the subject.

      “The Graves of Walter County,” Deidre said, producing a worn paperback from her bag. “About a series of cold cases in a small Texas town in the 1960s.”

      “How many victims?” I asked, despite myself. These murder mysteries were admittedly a guilty pleasure.

      “Seven,” Dottie replied eagerly. “All buried in the woods behind the killer’s house. But he didn’t bury them deep enough and when heavy rains came one spring one of the bodies was washed into the creek and floated all the way downtown. Victim was a girl that had gone missing from the college in the next town.”

      “The killer strangled all his victims with his belt,” Walt said. “Had a real unusual belt buckle that left an impression in the tissue.”

      “The author’s research was impressive,” Hank added, reaching for a scone. “Though I found myself quite irritated by his abbreviations of words. He kept using the word anal for analysis, as if that’s some kind of shorthand those of us who deal in crime use on a daily basis. I can tell you I’ve never uttered the word anal in my courtroom.”

      I stifled a laugh, entertained by the absurdity of the conversation.

      “Pass the clotted cream,” Walt said, unfazed. “I enjoyed the book. It reminded me of a case in Annapolis back in ’82.”

      The bell above the door jingled, and I didn’t have to look up to know who it was. A hush fell over the Silver Sleuths as Sheriff Beckett entered, right on schedule.

      He was still in uniform, dark pants and a short-sleeved button-down that fit well across his broad shoulders and hugged his biceps. His dark hair was slightly tousled by the wind. A thin scar ran along his right jawline, barely noticeable unless you were looking for it because of the stubble he’d let grow.

      “Evening, ladies. Gentlemen,” he nodded.

      “Sheriff,” Walt replied.

      “Good evening, Mrs. McCoy,” Sheriff Beckett said, turning to me with a polite nod. “Hope I’m not interrupting.”

      I smiled at the formal address. After ten years as a widow, “Mrs. McCoy” felt like a well-worn sweater—comfortable, familiar, and something I had no desire to take off.

      “Not at all, Sheriff,” I replied. “Just in time for your usual?”

      “Please,” he said with a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      Sheriff Beckett smiled with his mouth, but his eyes always remained watchful, alert. It was slightly unnerving and, if I was being honest with myself, slightly fascinating.

      “Book club night?” he asked, glancing at the table where the Silver Sleuths had spread out their books and notes like battle plans.

      “First Thursday of every month,” Deidre confirmed, straightening her glasses with a librarian’s precision. “We’re discussing The Graves of Walter County.” She held up the book.

      “True crime?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “I saw a TV special on that case. It was fascinating.”

      “We only read true crime,” Dottie explained with a dismissive wave. “Fiction is too…” She paused, nose wrinkling like she’d smelled something unpleasant. “Unrealistic.”

      The corner of Sheriff Beckett’s mouth quirked up. “How so?”

      “Too many coincidences,” Hank declared. “And the detectives—” he jabbed a finger toward Beckett, “—are too incompetent, so the amateur sleuth ends up solving the case. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Unlike real detectives, who welcome civilian input,” Beckett said dryly, his eyes crinkling at the corners despite his deadpan delivery.

      Walt leaned forward, elbows on the table, entering what I’d come to think of as his intelligence-briefing posture. “Depends on the detective,” he countered. “And the civilian. Some of us have relevant expertise.”

      “Is that so?” Beckett asked, accepting the to-go cup I handed him, his fingers briefly brushing mine.

      Deidre sat up straighter, fairly bursting with pride. “Walt was career military. He spent thirty years in Navy intelligence,” she said, patting Walt’s arm. “Worked for the Department of Defense before he retired. Appointed by the president.”

      “Really?” Beckett asked.

      Walt nodded. “If I told you about it I’d have to kill you. Top secret security clearance.”

      “And of course Dottie was a pathologist with the Charleston medical examiner’s office,” Deidre continued.

      “It’s true,” Dottie said, cleaning her glasses. “I’ve had my hands in a lot of bodies.”

      Deidre’s eyes widened comically, but she continued as if that were a perfectly normal thing to say. “Hank was a federal judge.”

      “They called me The Hammer because I liked to put the final nail in a criminal’s coffin as I sentenced them,” Hank added.

      Dottie rolled her eyes. “I’ve known you for forty-five years, and I’ve never heard anyone call you The Hammer.” She patted his hand to soften the blow. “But you were tough on those criminals.”

      “I spent almost fifty years as a librarian,” Deidre said. “But my true love is research. I can get lost for days in research. And then there’s Bea…” Deidre paused, looking like she was unsure what to say. “Bea⁠—”

      “Had access to more secrets than the CIA,” Bea said with a theatrical flourish of her bangle-laden wrist. “Society columnist. You’d be amazed what people will tell you at charity galas after two gin and tonics. I’ve got the dirt on every player in town if they’ve been here long enough. Of course, I’ve got the dirt on anyone who thinks they’re anyone in the whole state. The South loves old money and family secrets.”

      Beckett looked thoughtful as he sipped his tea, his eyes moving from one Silver Sleuth to another as if reassessing them. “That’s an interesting combination of skills.”

      “You never want to watch mystery movies with us,” Dottie said. “We always figure out who did it.”

      “We call ourselves the Silver Sleuths,” Walt said, puffing out his chest slightly.

      “Catchy,” Beckett commented, but he was looking at me as if he were waiting to hear what my special skills were. I hated to disappoint him, but I didn’t think he’d be too interested in my ability to do crossword puzzles or how I can memorize song lyrics the first time I hear them. Neither of those things is helpful when watching mysteries on TV.

      “Storm’s coming in,” I said for lack of anything better, nodding toward the windows where dark clouds were gathering on the horizon. “Looks like it could be a bad one.”

      Beckett followed my gaze. “You’re right about that,” he said. “Weather service issued a severe thunderstorm warning not long ago. You might want to wrap up your meeting early tonight.”

      “Nonsense,” Deidre said dismissively. “We’ve weathered worse. Remember Hurricane Matthew?”

      “I remember you showing up on my doorstep because you ate all your hurricane snacks before the storm hit,” Dottie said.

      Beckett turned to me. “What time will you close up here?”

      “We usually finish at seven,” I said.

      He nodded. “You’ll be cutting it close. You’ll want to get home before it gets too bad.”

      “I’m just three blocks away,” I told him. “The white corner house with the piazza at the end of Harbor Street. I’ll have time before things get too bad. Those clouds are still a good ways off.”

      “You can predict the weather?” the sheriff asked, arching a brow.

      “I’m my father’s daughter,” I said, and left it at that.

      “Right.” His eyes met mine with that dark, direct gaze that never seemed to waver.

      He paid for his tea, leaving his usual generous tip in the jar by the register, and then he nodded to the group. “Enjoy your book club. Try not to solve too many crimes in one evening.”

      “No promises,” Bea called after him as he headed for the door.

      “Have a good night, Sheriff,” I said.

      He paused at the door, glancing back. “Dash,” he corrected quietly. “After hours, it’s just Dash.”

      Before I could say anything else, he was gone, the bell chiming in his wake.

      Five pairs of eyes immediately swiveled to me.

      “After hours, it’s just Dash,” Bea mimicked in a deep voice. “Well, well, well.”

      “Don’t start,” I said with a small smile. “It’s just tea and manners. That’s all.”

      “I certainly didn’t notice any arthritis in his neck,” Hank said observantly. “He was able to turn his head to look at Mabel just fine.”

      “Did you notice the scar on his jaw?” Deidre asked, leaning forward conspiratorially.

      “Bar fight in Charleston,” Walt declared.

      “Knife fight with a drug dealer,” Bea countered.

      “Military,” Dottie guessed. “He has the posture.”

      “You’re all ridiculous,” I said, returning to the table with a fresh pot of tea. “He probably cut himself shaving.”

      “No way,” Walt shook his head. “That’s a knife scar. Clean, deliberate. Man’s seen action.”

      “I heard he’s from Virginia originally,” Deidre offered. “Old family, fell on hard times.”

      “I heard he was FBI before this,” Bea said, not to be outdone. “Undercover work. Very hush-hush.”

      “I heard he’s just a normal person trying to do his job without being the subject of wild speculation,” I suggested.

      “Boring,” Bea dismissed. “My version is better.”

      “We should invite him to join the book club,” Dottie suggested suddenly. “He seems interested in true crime.”

      “Occupational hazard, I imagine,” I said dryly.

      “No, it’s perfect,” Deidre agreed, warming to the idea. “We need fresh perspectives.”

      “And it’d give him a chance to stare at Mabel more,” Bea added with a wink.

      “He’s probably very busy with sheriff duties,” I said, adjusting my pearl pendant.

      “Not too busy for tea, apparently,” Deidre pointed out, patting my hand.

      “Mabel should consider courtship,” Hank announced to the table, as if I weren’t sitting right there. “A respectable widow of her standing would be quite eligible.”

      Bea nodded sagely. “In my day, ten years was more than sufficient mourning period. I married my second husband six months after my first had been buried. Of course, Leonard and I had something of a past if you know what I mean.”

      “If you mean you were having an affair with him while Earl was alive then we know what you mean,” Deidre said, shaking her head. “The whole island knew.”

      Bea pursed her lips tightly, but she didn’t dispute it.

      “Patrick would have wanted you to move on,” Dottie said softly, using the exact phrase she’d repeated at years two, five, and seven.

      Walt cleared his throat. “Sheriff seems like a decent sort. Responsible. Reliable pension. Good posture.”

      I glanced between them, fighting both amusement and exasperation. They’d decided my future with the same certainty they used to plan the church bake sale or determine who was stealing Mrs. Peterson’s newspaper.

      So I did what I always did when I didn’t know what to say. I started singing.

      “Don’t know why there’s no sun up in the sky, stormy weather…”

      “Ethel Waters or Lena Horne?” Walt asked immediately.

      “Lena,” I said. “Though Ethel did it first.”

      “Good taste,” he approved. “My Margaret loved Lena Horne. Saw her perform in New York once, before we were married.”

      And just like that, we were back on safe ground, with Walt launching into one of his stories about his late wife that somehow always involved either naval intelligence or jazz music, often both. The tension dissolved, and I found myself relaxing back into the familiar rhythm of their conversation.

      Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance. I sipped my tea and half listened as Deidre started discussing the book, with frequent interruptions from the others. The storm was building, but in here, in this moment, everything felt comfortingly normal.

      I’d spent ten years building this life—the tea shop, the routines, the careful distance I maintained from anything too emotional or complicated. Ten years as Mabel McCoy, young widow, tea shop owner, honorary senior citizen.

      But as another rumble of thunder shook the building, I couldn’t help wondering if maybe, just maybe, I was ready for a little storm in my life.

      Not that I was thinking about Dash Beckett when that thought crossed my mind.

      Not at all.
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      Five minutes after I’d locked the door behind the Silver Sleuths, I was gathering my things and eyeing the roiling clouds nervously as I sang about Blue Skies under my breath. Chowder waited at the door, snuffling impatiently and glaring at me accusingly. He wasn’t a fan of the rain.

      “Sorry, Chowder,” I told him, crossing to the hook where his yellow raincoat hung. “I know you’d prefer to drive, but we didn’t bring the car today. It’s only three blocks. Let’s get you suited up.”

      Chowder’s expression shifted from impatience to outright resignation. Ten years together had taught me his entire emotional range. For someone who lived rent free and liked to pee on hydrangeas, he had a lot of opinions.

      I knelt beside him, wrestling the yellow raincoat around his substantial girth. The coat was a tight squeeze these days, thanks to my inability to resist his “I’m starving” eyes at treat time. His legs poked through the armholes with surprising cooperation, though the sound he made was pure martyrdom.

      As I fastened the snaps under his belly, I made a mental list of things I needed to do as soon as I got home—order groceries, do laundry, organize Chowder’s clothes closet. In all honesty, I didn’t have a lot to do, so my night would probably look like most of my nights—in bed with a good book and a glass of Moscato.

      Pretty pathetic when you think about it. Ten years was a long time to be alone, but I involved myself in things in the community and I had the tea shop. It was just the nights when I felt myself start to go a little mad. Not that I could share that bit of information with anyone. If you asked the citizens of Grimm Island, I was always perfectly presentable and put together, married to the memory of Patrick and the huge house he left me. I was Widow McCoy, and like a zoo animal, people would watch and wave and whisper at me as I sat in my rocker on my piazza, watching the boats pass by.

      I sang louder, trying to drown out my own thoughts as I pulled on the green raincoat with little pink flowers and gathered my enormous pink umbrella. Umbrella, keys, purse, dog. The standard checklist for leaving anywhere.

      “Ready for home, handsome?” I asked Chowder, who responded with a snort.

      Outside, a light drizzle had begun, but it was nothing that warranted opening the umbrella yet, though I did pull up my hood. The evening air hung heavy with that particular coastal dampness that makes everything feel closer, more immediate. Harbor Street was quiet, the storefronts already darkened for the night, save for the warm glow of Grimm Island Books where Howard Miller was undoubtedly lost in his inventory sheets.

      We headed down the sidewalk, Chowder’s nails clicking against the concrete in a companionable rhythm. I let my mind drift back to The Graves of Walter County, excited to start the book for myself. Deidre had given me the extra copy she’d had in her bag. During their meeting, I’d learned more than I wanted to know about a body’s decomposition when buried in a shallow grave in the woods. Why Dottie would keep pictures of cadavers from the Body Farm on her phone was a mystery to me, and I knew I’d be picturing them as I read, macabre as it was.

      A loud crack of thunder electrified the air around me, and Chowder and I both jumped in surprise. Then the rain started, the drops fat and determined, landing with purpose on my raincoat. I fumbled with the umbrella clasp, muttering under my breath as the sky seemed to open up all at once.

      “Good grief,” I said, finally wrestling the umbrella open. But the wind immediately tried to turn it inside out. “Oh, for Pete’s sake.”

      Chowder gave me a look that could only be described as accusatory, as if I had personally arranged the downpour to inconvenience him.

      “Don’t give me that look,” I told him. “Just start walking.”

      The rain intensified with Hollywood-level dramatic timing, sheets of it now slashing through the glow of the streetlights. My vintage sea-green dress was already soaked at the hem and my shoes were a disaster. The hair around my face hung in wet ropes and stuck to my skin.

      A passing truck sent a wave of murky water over my already drenched legs, and I let loose with a string of words that would have given the Grimm Island Ladies’ Auxiliary collective heart failure. Growing up with a former merchant marine for a father had its linguistic advantages, even if I never deployed them in polite company.

      “I think I mentioned that you’d be cutting it close,” a familiar voice yelled out through the noise of the storm. “But now doesn’t seem like the right time to say, ‘I told you so.’”

      “Generous of you,” I said, gritting my teeth, but not turning to look at him. I blew out a slow breath. Of course Sheriff Beckett would be here now in time to see me looking like a drowned rat.

      I finally turned to see his unmarked white Tahoe pulled up alongside us, window rolled down just enough to reveal his face.

      “Sheriff,” I acknowledged, trying to maintain some dignity as water dripped from my hood and down my collar.

      “Get in,” he said, nodding toward the passenger side. “I’ll drive you home.”

      I hesitated, still thinking about his “I told you so” crack. Not to mention he was practically a stranger. Of course, stranger danger probably didn’t apply to police officers. But he did look rather ominous. He was no longer in uniform, but wore a black long-sleeved T-shirt so he looked like he’d just come from a heist. He definitely looked like a man you wouldn’t want to tangle with in a dark alley.

      And then he smiled as if he knew exactly what I was thinking, and I shivered as another stream of water went down the neck of my coat.

      Before I could give him my best Southern cold shoulder and continue walking, Chowder made the choice for both of us.

      With surprising agility for a dog shaped like a loaf of sourdough, he waddled to the passenger door and sat expectantly, head tilted up toward the handle. The traitor.

      “Your dog has more common sense than you do,” Beckett observed, the corner of his mouth quirking up.

      “He’s not known for his loyalty,” I said, squelching over to join my canine Judas. “Not when comfort’s at stake.”

      I opened the door and gave Chowder a boost into the seat, and he scrambled toward Beckett with uncharacteristic enthusiasm, leaving muddy paw prints on the pristine seat.

      “Oh, goodness gravy, I’m sorry about your upholstery,” I said, cringing as I slid in after him, dripping all over the floor mats.

      “It’s a police vehicle,” Beckett said with a shrug. “It’s seen worse than a little rain and muddy paw prints.”

      “Well, that’s terrifying,” I said, trying not to imagine the variations of fluids that had come before me.

      Beckett put the Tahoe in drive and pulled away from the curb. “End of Harbor Street, right? The big white house with the piazza?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got a good memory, Sheriff.”

      “It’s my job to know the island,” he said simply.

      “It’s your job to know where everyone on the island lives?” I asked, trying to wring some water from my hair without dripping all over his console.

      “I’m doing my best to learn as many as I can,” he said. “But with an island of more than ten thousand residents, it’s a daunting task. But it just so happens you’re the nerve center of the island gossip network. I was told by fifteen different people where you live my first day on the job.”

      I laughed despite myself. “I’m Switzerland in the gossip wars. Neutral territory. And it’s unfortunate that my tea shop is literally right in the middle of the island. But the island gossips are amateurs. If you want the real scoop you’ll ask the Silver Sleuths.”

      “Noted,” he said, and he smiled, a real smile that reached his eyes.

      It was a nice smile—disarming—and I almost relaxed.

      Chowder had made himself completely at home, climbing over the center console to inspect the back seat before returning to sit directly between us, his bulging eyes fixed on Beckett with what appeared to be canine fascination.

      “Your dog is staring at me,” Beckett observed as we stopped at the island’s only traffic light.

      “He’s assessing you,” I explained. “Chowder’s an excellent judge of character.”

      Beckett reached over and scratched behind Chowder’s ears, earning a snort of pleasure from the little dog. “And what’s the verdict, Chowder?”

      “Jury’s still out,” I said, noticing the tattoo that was barely visible beneath his shirtsleeve.

      “Maybe I should deputize him.”

      I scratched Chowder behind the ears and sighed. “He’d like that more than you could imagine. He loves to play dress-up. He’s got a closet filled with more clothes than I have. I’m sure he’d love to add a badge to his collection. Though I should warn you, he’s easily bribed.”

      Beckett was still smiling when he said, “It seems to be par for the course. I think that’s one of the things that landed my predecessor and a few of his deputies in prison.”

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or wince. The recent scandal our former sheriff had brought on the community was still fresh.

      “Too soon?” he asked.

      “Depends on the company,” I said, shrugging. “People have long memories on Grimm Island. And they know how to hold a grudge.”

      “I’ll remember that,” he said.

      The inside of the Tahoe was warm and dry, smelling faintly of coffee and something woodsy—cologne, maybe, or just Beckett himself. The rain hammered against the roof with increasing intensity, and I silently thanked whatever impulse had led the sheriff to drive by at that precise moment.

      Despite my initial irritation with his appearance, good manners insisted I thank him for his hospitality.

      “I’m grateful you came by when you did. That weather warning you mentioned was right on the money,” I said, watching lightning flash over the harbor to our right. “I should have listened to you and left earlier.”

      “Forecasters occasionally get lucky,” Beckett said with that dry tone I was beginning to suspect as his version of humor. “Though around here, I’m learning the locals are more reliable than any meteorologist.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Someone told you their knee was acting up, so you knew to take the weather warning seriously?”

      He chuckled, a low, warm sound that I hadn’t heard from him before. “Something like that.”

      “How are you finding island life?” I asked, curious to know just one piece of information about the mysterious sheriff all the locals were clamoring to find out about.

      “Different,” he said after a moment. “Quieter, in some ways. Louder in others.”

      “The gossip, you mean.”

      He nodded. “I sneezed while in a meeting yesterday, and by the time I went to lunch, the waitress asked if I needed recommendations for allergy medicine.”

      I laughed. “That’s Grimm Island for you. We lack privacy but make up for it in unsolicited advice.”

      “I’ve noticed,” he said, slowing as we approached my house at the end of Harbor Street.

      My home stood proudly against the stormy backdrop, a classic three-story Charleston single painted a pristine white that glowed softly even in the darkness. Black shutters framed each of the tall windows, their simple elegance a hallmark of Lowcountry architecture. The raised foundation elevated the main floor above potential floodwaters, with a set of white steps leading to the glossy black front door crowned by a fanlight window.

      The house’s most distinctive feature was its double piazza—the tiered side porches that ran the full length of the house, supported by slender white columns. The piazzas faced the river, and ferns and potted palms adorned the railings, creating the impression of a floating garden. Stately palm trees stood at the corners of the property, their fronds thrashing dramatically in the wind. The wrought-iron fence that surrounded the small front garden looked almost liquid in the rain, the camellias and azaleas behind it bending beneath the onslaught of the storm.

      “Will you be all right getting in?” Beckett asked, nodding toward the front yard. “That’s quite a river running down the sidewalk.”

      “We’ll survive,” I assured him, though the prospect of dashing across my front yard through the downpour was far from appealing. “Thanks again for the ride, Sheriff. It was very kind of you.”

      “Dash,” he reminded me quietly. “And it was no trouble.”

      I gathered my purse and umbrella, preparing to make a run for it, when he placed a hand on my arm, so lightly I might have imagined it.

      “Wait here,” he said, then got out of the Tahoe and jogged around to my side, opening my door and extending his hand to help me out. He was soaked instantly, his dark hair plastered to his forehead, rain running in rivulets down his face.

      His hand was warm despite the rain as he helped me from the car, and something electric shot through me at the contact—a sensation so foreign I nearly gasped. My body seemed to remember something my mind had forgotten, like muscles awakening after a long sleep. For ten years, I’d lived in a carefully constructed numbness, and this sudden awareness felt almost painful—a pins-and-needles tingling as circulation returned to a part of me I’d allowed to go dormant.

      The guilt followed immediately, a familiar weight settling in my chest. Patrick’s face floated in my memory, but strangely blurred around the edges. When had that happened? When had I stopped being able to recall with perfect clarity the exact shade of his eyes or the particular curve of his smile? The realization made my throat tighten even as my skin still hummed from Dash’s touch.

      “Thank you,” I managed to say, pulling my hand away perhaps too quickly. The loss of contact felt both relieving and disappointing—another contradiction I wasn’t prepared to examine.

      “I’d walk you to the door, but I think your dog is anxious to get inside,” Beckett said, nodding toward Chowder, who was already waddling at top speed toward the porch steps, ignoring the leash I’d attempted to put on him.

      “He’s a fair-weather dog in every sense,” I confirmed. “But really, thank you for the ride.”

      “Before you go,” he said, rain plastering his shirt to his shoulders, “I wanted to ask—those Silver Sleuths. They mentioned their backgrounds. Are they really as qualified as they claim to be?”

      I smiled, pushing wet hair from my face. “More so, probably. They’re the real deal. This country would be in better hands if they were running things, I promise you that.”

      “Good to know. Good night, Mrs. McCoy.”

      “Mabel,” I corrected him, feeling bold. “After hours, it’s just Mabel.”

      The smile he gave me then was brief but genuine, reaching all the way to his eyes. Then he was back in his Tahoe, pulling away with a wave as I splashed my way toward the porch where Chowder waited impatiently.
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        * * *

      

      Inside, my house welcomed me with familiar shadows and the ticking of the antique grandfather clock in the hall. I peeled off my wet raincoat and boots in the mudroom, and looked down at my sodden dress and stripped that off too. I’d have to take it to the cleaners.

      Standing in only my underwear and bra, I toweled off and then helped Chowder out of his yellow monstrosity. I toweled him dry while he grunted in protest.

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” I told him, rubbing behind his ears the way Beckett had done. “You’re the one who abandoned me for a ride in a warm car.”

      Once dried to his satisfaction, Chowder trotted off toward the kitchen, his nails clicking on the heart pine floors. I grabbed a vintage dressing gown in pale peach that I’d left hanging on the hook in the laundry room and tied it tightly around my waist. It had ridiculous wide bell sleeves and it was trimmed in fur. It made me feel like Rosemary Clooney until I caught sight of myself in the hall mirror and shrieked at the sight.

      “Good heavens,” I said, wiping at the mascara and eyeliner that had bled beneath my eyes so I looked like a raccoon. “Mortifying. Absolutely mortifying.”

      Chowder’s nails clacked on the hardwood as he came back to check on me.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” I scolded. “I’ll never be able to face him again.”

      Chowder snorted as if to tell me I was the one being dramatic now and went back to the kitchen to await his treat. I followed after him.

      My house had been Patrick’s wedding gift to me—a grand gesture that had both thrilled and intimidated me at the time. “Every Southern belle needs a proper home,” he’d said.

      I’d always found that statement to be a source of amusement and embarrassment, considering I was about as far from a true Southern belle as one could get. I’d grown up the daughter of a merchant marine and a glass artist. I’d been born here on the
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