
  
    [image: Cordelia Corbett Mysteries]
  


  
    
      Cordelia Corbett Mysteries

      Books 7-9

    

    
      
        J.T. Kunkel

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Under the Stairs

        

        
          
            Acknowledgments

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

        

      

      
        
          Under the September Sun

        

        
          
            Acknowledgments

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

        

      

      
        
          Under the Spell

        

        
          
            Acknowledgement

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Next in the Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2026 J.T. Kunkel

      Layout design and Copyright © 2026 by Next Chapter

      Published 2026 by Next Chapter

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Under the Stairs

          

          Cordelia Corbett Mysteries Book 7

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      To my beautiful, loving and faithful wife, Susan. Thank you for everything you do and everything you are to me. I could never have had all the successes I’ve had in my life without you and your undying support. I look forward to our new look and new adventures this and every year as we move forward and upward together, forever. I Love You Endlessly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      I wish to thank Miika Hannila and his staff yet again for the development and implementation of creative marketing plans and spreading the word of my work around the world in many formats, countries, retail outlets, and languages. I continue to appreciate the time and effort spent in your endeavors and look forward to working with you in the upcoming years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          May 2023

        

      

    

    
      I lifted up my feet as Susan vacuumed the floor of the newly opened, Beachcombers Bookshop. I laughed. “Oh, sorry, am I in your way?”

      She rolled her eyes just slightly. “Why would you think that, Cordelia? You’ve been here every morning since I opened my shop, reading. I’m starting to think you live here. Not that I mind. You seem to be attracting customers like flies.” She chuckled. “Well, not like flies exactly. But, you know what I mean.”

      I laughed under my breath. “Well, you said I could come by any time. I just can’t seem to read at home. And when I saw a new bookstore on the Boardwalk, I just couldn’t resist hanging out here.” Susan, the owner of the local bookshop, was my newest friend in Point Pleasant Beach, although I got the idea I might be starting to get on her last nerve.

      She grinned. “Don’t get me wrong, Cordelia, I love you like a sister, just as I loved your grandmother like a mother.”

      I smiled, thinking back. “Wasn’t it my Gram who encouraged you to open a bookshop?”

      She nodded. “Yes, and then when one opened up down the street, I nearly gave up on the idea, but something told me to just go ahead with it, and, so far, I’m so glad.”

      I agreed. “I am too. It gives me someplace to hang out and someone to reminisce with.” I could see she was a little distracted. “Now, what do you have to get ready for? I’m sure you’re not sweeping for your own health.”

      She ticked off a list in her head. “I’ve got a reading group this evening. Well, I think Claire’s going to run it, but I’ve got some book orders arriving. Then tomorrow, we’ve got an author dropping by to do a presentation and a book signing.”

      I stood up. “Okay, I can take a hint, but if I fall behind on my reading, you will have to take the blame. I swear once I get to my couch at home, I’m asleep in ten minutes or less. And I really want to find out what happens in the Dean Koontz Odd Thomas book. It’s a little kooky, but I like it. I think it’s how I’d write if I ever took it up.”

      She suggested, “Well, you can always sit in one of our chairs outside. Then you’ll have the best of all possible worlds. You’ll still be here at the bookshop, but you won’t be interrupted by my constant cleaning. Plus, you’ll practically be sitting on the beach.”

      I smiled. “You mean, I won’t be in your way. I get it. I can’t live here. You’ve been very gracious. I have to eventually act like a normal customer and join your book clubs, come to events, stuff like that. I don’t know—now that I found out my Gram used to know you, it makes me feel closer to her just to hang out with you. I’m sure you understand. I’ve been missing her lately. I’m not sure why. I mean, I’m living in what used to be her house. I guess it’s silly.”

      She hugged me. “Not at all. I miss her to.” She held me at arm’s length. “You can hang out here any time, and as much as you want. You’re always welcome.”

      I asked, “Hey, have you gone to the Food Shack to eat since you opened?”

      She nodded. Yes, a gal named Cali recently bought it and she’s doing a bang-up job running that place with her mom.”

      I thought back on my favorite place to eat in Point. “I haven’t been to the Food Shack since Mo and Jackie left there. Did Cali keep the menu the same? I am really missing the omelets.”

      Susan nodded. “She didn’t change the menu at all. It’s still great. And she kept the showers and the gift shop. She’s got everything they had when you were there last, except dead bodies, probably because you stopped going there.”

      I hit her on the arm. “Ha, ha. Very funny. Wow, word travels fast. It’s not my fault, you know. It’s my Gram. She just reaches over from the other side or something. I can’t explain it.” I headed for the door. “I guess I’ll go home. I have to see what Shelby is up to.”

      She smiled. “Hey, bring her in here too. Now that she’s graduating, she can’t come up with an excuse not to come in here either. You have to share her. Since you and I are kind of like sisters. She can be my surrogate niece. I’ve always wanted a niece.”

      I agreed. “Okay. I’ll see what I can arrange. I’m sure Shelby would love to meet you. See you soon.”
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      I headed back to my house at 105 Trenton Avenue, backing up to Little Silver Lake. It hardly seemed possible I’d lived here for two years now. In a way, it seemed like I’d been here forever, but a part of me felt like I’d see my Gram coming down the stairs every time I walked in the kitchen door.

      I found Shelby, my surrogate daughter, at the kitchen table on her laptop, like I often did.

      She smiled. “I can’t believe you’re back from the bookshop already. Did Susan kick you out?”

      I reran the scene in my head. “Well, not exactly. Although I got the feeling I might be in the way.”

      She saw the book in my hand. “Don’t tell me you’re going to try to read here, unless you’re going for a nap.”

      I agreed. “I know. Right? That’s what I told Susan. It’s like a magic potion when I read anywhere else. I’ll never get this Dean Koontz book finished if I attempt to read it here.”

      Just then, my phone rang. Oddly, considering I’d just come from there, it was Susan at The Beachcombers. I smiled. “Hey, girl, did you miss me so soon?”

      She sounded like she’d seen a ghost. “Cord, you’d better get over here. When Claire got here, she went upstairs, into the attic, to open the windows for some ventilation, and you’ll never guess what she found.”

      I guessed the first thing that came to my mind. “A dead body?”

      She sounded amazed. “Yes. How did you know? Did you plant it there or something? It’s a male, about twenty-five. Doesn’t appear to have been dead long, according to Claire. I don’t know when she became an expert. She just called 911.”

      I considered my options. “I’m not sure I want to come right now.”

      She guessed. “Oh, are you still avoiding that Clint guy now that you broke off the engagement?”

      I agreed. “Well, kind of. It wasn’t my best moment. I feel sorry for him. I’m a terrible girlfriend.”

      She commented. “You’re an even worse fiancé, but who am I to say?”

      I felt horrible. “Thanks. I just couldn’t go through with it. Maybe I’m not the marrying kind.”

      She encouraged me. “Well, maybe he won’t be the cop to show up at the scene. Perhaps some other cop you can develop a dead-end relationship with will come.”

      I got my car keys. “You’re all laughs today, Sues.” I grabbed Shelby, and we got in the Jeep.

      She asked, “What’s up?”

      I filled her in as we drove. “Believe it or not, Claire found a body in the attic of the Beachcombers Bookshop just after I left. I swear my Gram has to knock it off. I thought after two years this body-finding might let up.”

      She nodded. “It did seem to be getting less frequent here in Point. When was the last one that actually happened here?”

      I agreed. “Yes, it has been a while. I guess because I’ve been doing a lot of traveling.”

      It only took us two minutes to get to the Beachcombers. There was an ambulance and a police car out back when we arrived. I kind of wished we had gotten there first to get our bearings. When we got inside, we headed up a narrow staircase to a mostly empty attic where everyone was gathered. I was happy to see the police department was represented by Lieutenant Thomas Stone and not Detective Clint Daniels.

      He smiled and greeted me. “Cordelia, long time no see. What a surprise to see you here.”

      I reminded him. “We are still under contract with the police department.”

      He laughed. “But even so, do you have a police scanner in your car or something? How could you possibly have known a body had been found here?”

      I pointed to Susan and Claire. “I’m personal friends with the owner and some people who work here. They tipped me off.”

      He nodded. “I was beginning to wonder. You still seem to have a direct connection to the dead here in town.”

      I reminded him. “Well, there is that connection with my Gram that I can’t seem to shake.”

      He shook his head. “You’re still holding on to that mumbo jumbo? You might want to keep that quiet around the authorities.” He thought for a second. “Hey, I was sorry to hear about you and Clint.”

      I teased him. “Were you?”

      He reddened. “Of course. I wanted only the best for you two.”

      While we never dated, there had always been some tension between us. I hadn’t seen him in quite a while. “It’s really good to see you, Tom. Are you seeing anyone now?”

      He shook his head. “No. There’s barely time, with all the overtime I’ve been putting in. Besides, there don’t seem to be as many eligible women around here as there used to be.”

      I encouraged him. “Well, you’re a nice guy. I’m sure you’ll end up with someone if you want to. Don’t use work as an excuse.”

      He confessed. “To be honest, I thought that you and I might make a nice couple at one time, but our chances seemed to fizzle about the time you got off the murder charge.”

      I chuckled. “I was pretty sure you didn’t want to date an ex-con anyway, especially one who had developed a great Nicky Nichols imitation.”

      He laughed. “I heard secondhand that you did a pretty good one, but I never actually heard it. Maybe you could have a future in stand-up comedy.”

      I briefly considered a future on stage. “Hey, you never know.”

      Susan broke in. “First of all, Shelby, I’m Susan, I’m sorry we had to meet under these circumstances, but it’s so nice to meet you.”

      She curtsied. “Nice to meet you too! I’ve heard so much about you. I feel as though I already know you. I’ll be spending time in your bookshop with Cord as soon as I can. You won’t be able to get me out either.”

      She smiled. “I look forward to it.” She turned her attention back to the Lieutenant. “Do you have any idea who this might be?”

      He checked a small notebook he had with him. “We haven’t had any reports of missing persons, as far as I know. When was the last time either of you were up here?” He pointed to our attic surroundings.

      Claire briefly pondered. “I came up here toward the end of last week, when the weather got a little warmer—probably three or four days ago.” She looked at the body that the EMTs were working on. “I’m no expert, but from my biology classes, I’d say he’s been up here for less than twenty-four hours.”

      One of the EMTs who was helping to load the corpse onto a stretcher agreed. “Good call, ma’am. I would agree that he’s been dead for twelve hours or less.”

      Susan poked Claire. “So, just how did he get up here?”

      Claire Shrugged. “Got me. It wasn’t my turn to watch the ghosts last night.”

      Susan rolled her eyes. “These late nineteenth-century buildings do kind of freak me out.”

      Claire agreed. “I told you there was something spooky up there.”

      I looked at both of them with disbelief. “Okay, I’m pretty gullible, but I’m not even buying that one.”
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      An hour later, Shelby and I were back home discussing the case. I commented, “This is a tricky one. You don’t think Susan or Claire had anything to do with it, do you?”

      She stared at her laptop screen. “Of course not. That would make no sense. They did all the things innocent people do. They called you, and they called 911. They made no attempt to hide anything, and they contacted the authorities immediately. I would put them very low on the suspect list, if at all.”

      I rubbed my head, which seemed to have developed a slight ache since we left the bookshop. “I would imagine that Tom took their statements before he left the store. I’ll touch base with him later. Because I know them personally, I didn’t feel it appropriate to do so myself.”

      Shelby reviewed Patch.com local New Jersey news to determine if there had been an update regarding a missing person in this part of the state. Karen Wall usually had the scoop on those stories, but nothing was showing online yet. She had been instrumental in providing me with information in other cases I had worked on. We’d kind of become friends when I wasn’t offending her. It was a bit of a symbiotic relationship, although I probably had more to gain from it than she did, to be honest.

      I reviewed Beachcombers Book Shop’s Instagram page to determine if they had any activities last evening at the shop. I discovered that they’d had an author event at the shop last evening, scheduled from 5 p.m. to 9 p.m. It was a presentation by a New York Times best-selling author, Bruce Brightener, who was presenting the quickest way to get a divorce after age fifty. His book, Get Out Now, had skyrocketed to the top of the best-seller list over the past several months and had become a cult hit among seniors. Since the victim was in his twenties, it seemed unlikely that his death had anything to do with the topic of the book. But it was something to follow up on. For instance, did the victim know the author? Had he attended the presentation? There was always a possibility that there was some sort of relationship between the victim and the author or someone in the audience. I made a mental note. I would ask Susan about it tomorrow.

      My phone rang. It was Sally, my ex-boss at Kohr’s Frozen Custard, my fellow investigator, and my best friend. “Cordelia, did you hear about the body, Susan and her coworker found at the bookshop?”

      I was amazed at how information got around this town. “Yes, the question is, how did you find out?”

      She sounded like she was just catching her breath. “Well, I was just picking up the most recent Nora Roberts book at the Beachcombers, and Susan told me all about it.”

      I was annoyed. “And she didn’t tell you that she called me?”

      She defended her. “Well, she had quite a few customers, so we didn’t really have an extended conversation.”

      I smiled. “Okay, I forgive her. I forget how busy she is over there. Yes, they found a guy in the attic this morning, and it looked like he died sometime within the past twelve hours.”

      She sounded like she was in a rush. “I’m coming over. I don’t want to miss out on this.” She hung up.

      I told Shelby, “Sally is on her way over. Anything on Patch.com yet about the story?”

      She found something. “Yes, Karen Wall just posted this. The guy’s name is Barry Blake. He’s from Locust Road in Brielle. He disappeared last evening about seven p.m. It’s unclear whether he was at the Beachcombers Bookshop for the author event or not. He works at the Mariner’s Cove Restaurant in Brielle as a waiter. It’s unknown whether or not her lived with someone or alone. He was most recently seen when he left work last evening.”

      I was amazed. “How does she get this stuff before the police? I’m going to have to find out her secrets.”

      She agreed. “I guess we’re going to have to get back over to the bookshop. Do you know if Susan has sign-ups for her book events? We could see if this guy was on the roster.”

      I wondered the same thing. “It seems like a strange event for him to be attending. This guy wouldn’t be in the age range for the book for at least twenty-five years.”

      She nodded. “I agree, but what if he had a relationship with the author, like he was a friend or relative? There are all sorts of possibilities.”

      I agreed. “That’s true. I hope it’s not too intrusive to go over there again. I feel like I’m making a pest of myself after I was kind of thrown out of there this morning.”

      She smiled. “Well, she did call you back. That has to count for something.”

      I got my keys. “Hey, leave the door open for Sally. She was on her way over here. I kind of feel guilty leaving. But, there’s a couple of things I want to pick up on Arnold Avenue while we are out. I just love all the shops in that part of town.”

      She ran behind me. “I’m in as long as you are buying.”

      I grabbed my purse, making sure I had my credit card. “Well, just this once,” I teased her.

      There was still police tape across the back door of the Beachcombers Book Shop. I figured they’d be long done collecting evidence, but I remembered that it does take a while. I showed the cop guarding the door my ID. It paid to be a contracted investigator with the Point Pleasant Beach Police Department.

      I was surprised to see Susan sitting with a couple of police officers I didn’t recognize. They must have been doing some hiring lately, since, at one point, I knew all of them. She waved to me and seemed to be finishing up as we walked in. The officers headed upstairs.

      She asked, “What’s got you guys back here so soon? I can’t believe they are still doing forensic testing. I guess if there’s anything to find, they will find it.”

      I queried, “Hey, I meant to ask before, but you had your hands full. Did this guy come to your event last evening?”

      She thought back. “I don’t really know. It was really well attended. We must have had thirty people here, at least.”

      I thought I knew the answer. “So, you didn’t sell tickets and get the names of those coming?”

      She shook her head. “We do that sometimes when we get really big names, and we include a book with admission. We want to make sure that we match the right person with the event. But while last night’s author was a best seller, he only spent a week or two on the best-seller list, so I actually didn’t anticipate as many as we got. Long story short, no, I didn’t have people sign up.”

      Claire, her coworker, was passing by, so I flagged her down. “Hey there, was the guy you found in the attic at last night’s presentation?”

      She paused for a second. “Wow, Susan and I were super busy last night. I’m not sure either of us would have known if he was.” She asked her, “How about you, Susan? Do you remember him?”

      She shrugged. “Nope, but I can’t guarantee he wasn’t here. I can say that if he was, he was in the back and didn’t participate. About half the people in the crowd were very active; the rest just sat there like logs. That’s how it usually is, though. It’s a personality thing. You get your introverts and your extroverts.”

      Shelby thought of something. “So, the author—where was he from?”

      Susan considered her question. “Man, I get so many authors in and out of here, I’m trying to remember. I think he’s from Toms River. I know it wasn’t far because we didn’t have any scheduling issues at all. He was definitely within a half hour.” She wondered, “Where was the victim from? Do you know?”

      I nodded. “Brielle, closer, but in the other direction.”

      She agreed. “But still in the neighborhood. They could have known one another.”

      I continued that line of thinking. “True, and Barry, our victim, was a waiter at the Mariner’s Cove Restaurant, so he could easily have met him at some point.”

      She gave me a discouraged look. “It’s all very interesting, but the odds of my author killing the guy in the attic are pretty slim, don’t you think?”

      I agreed. “Practically astronomical. To get from them knowing one another, which is already pretty unlikely, to one of them killing the other—is not something I’d bet on. We’re just gathering information. I thought if he was undeniably here last night, you might have seen him with someone else. Now that might have yielded something better. What if you had seen him in the back fighting with his girlfriend, or arguing with another guy, or in the corner somewhere on his phone? That might have given us a place to start.”

      Claire thought of something. “Hey, Susan, I hadn’t thought about this, but remember during Bruce’s presentation, there was a guy in the back on his phone. He actually had to be asked to stop talking so loud a couple of times because it was so annoying. Finally, he hung up. I’d forgotten about that. Did you get a look at that guy?”

      Susan scrunched up her face in thought. “I remember now. No, I didn’t get a good look at the guy, but nearly everyone in the place was annoyed. He wasn’t on long, but I thought someone was going to punch the guy’s lights out if he didn’t stop.”
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      We didn’t stay long after that since the police were continuing to dust for prints and such. When we got back to the house after a little shopping, I asked Shelby, “Do you think that was the guy?”

      She debated. “I don’t know. It would be typical of a guy his age. I’m not sure how we’ll ever find out. She didn’t have a list of attendees. So, we don’t even have a place to start interviewing witnesses.”

      I hated to go back, so I decided to call her, but I had an idea. She answered on the first ring. “I just can’t get rid of you today.” She laughed.

      I grinned. “I know I’m a pain. But you have a pretty close relationship with a lot of your customers. Right?”

      She agreed. “Well, I know them by name for the most part. You have to in a small business, or they’ll just go down the street.”

      That was just what I wanted to hear. “So, I’ll bet you can remember most of the people who came to the author event last night. Right?”

      She hesitated. “I’ll bet between Claire and me, we could construct a pretty comprehensive list. I know what you are going to ask, and their contact information is confidential.”

      I giggled. “Well, it’s not like you are a healthcare provider governed under HIPAA regulations or anything.”

      She complained. “I know, but how would you like it if you were sitting in your house, just about to have dinner with your non-existent husband?”

      I laughed. “Don’t rub it in.”

      She continued. “Anyway, you’re just about to serve the best roast and baked potatoes that he’s ever had, and the phone rings. Turns out that it’s some investigator who wants to ask all sorts of questions about something that went on the other night at the Beachcombers Bookshop. What are you going to think?”

      I hesitated. “Um.”

      She continued. “Right. You’re going to say that darn Susan sold me out, and I’m never going to her bookstore again.”

      I tried to convince her. “But it’s for the good of the community?”

      She had an idea. “I’ll tell you what. Claire and I will call them and ask permission to give you their contact information. That I am willing to do.”

      I grinned. “I could just kiss you right now.”

      She whispered. “Let’s not do that.” Then she laughed. “Okay, we’ll compile the list and call them for permission. It’ll take a couple of days. We do have a business to run, and once it gets around town that we are murdering people, that could have an impact on business. So, be patient.”

      I agreed. “Okay. We just don’t want this to become one of those cold cases. You know what happens to those. They end up on TV, and no one ever solves them.”

      She agreed. “Deal. Three, four days at the most.”

      I smiled. “Two or three?”

      She was ready to go. “Talk to you soon, Cordelia.” She hung up.

      I was going to tell Shelby the crux of the story. She put up her hand. “I got it. She won’t let us call them.”

      I nodded. “Not without permission.”

      Just then, I saw a note on the counter from Sally on a paper towel. “Sorry I missed you guys. [image: frowning face]Let’s catch up later. Headed to work.”

      I commented. “We’re going to have to make this up to Sally,” then got back on topic. “It’s too bad Susan won’t give us free reign with her customers.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s going to hold things up, perhaps forever, depending on how some of these people feel about getting involved.”

      I tried to be optimistic. “Let’s just hope for the best.”

      She flopped on the couch. “So, what do we do in the meantime?”

      I threw the ball back in her court. “Well, you’re the one who chose to leave school to become a full-time investigator. What do you think we should do, smarty?”

      She threw a pillow at me. “Oh no, is this one of those ‘What Would Cord Do?’ moments?”

      I lay opposite her on the loveseat. “Yup, I can’t be the one coming up with all the ideas forever. Besides, you’re a lot smarter than me anyway. I usually get my ideas from you. I just don’t let you know.”

      She glared at me. “You do not. Be honest.”

      I smirked. “I’ll never tell.” I waited. “Come on, smarty, what if you were the only investigator? What would you do next?”

      She half-smiled. “I would do what any good cop would do. I would interview his co-workers and his neighbors. They were likely the last people to see him alive. They may have seen him with someone or heard him talking to someone. That could end up being a suspect.”

      I threw my index finger in the air. “Bingo! I couldn’t have come up with a better idea. See, you have as good instincts as I do. You have to remember that I just fell into this business. I have no more education about it than you do. I swear sometimes my Gram throws me a hint here or there, but that’s all I’ve got.”

      She smiled. “Well, I don’t even have that, I don’t think. Although sometimes I think your Gram might have adopted me too. I don’t feel like the same little girl who moved in from next door. And part of it is because I’m growing up, but I swear your Gram possesses me too sometimes.”

      I went over and hugged her. “Well, she couldn’t have chosen anyone better. If you didn’t move in here, I already would have married the wrong guy at least twice, maybe three times. So, thank God for you.”

      I suggested, “Well, it seems like Barry lived right near where he worked, so we could drive up there and get a feel for the neighborhood. I’m not all that familiar with Brielle. Are you?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve had a couple of school friends who lived there. It’s literally right across the Union Avenue Bridge. I think I’ve even been to the Mariner’s Cove a couple of times. It’s pretty much a diner with a huge menu. Large portions of down-home cooking. I think it’s family-owned, which is always good for information gathering.”

      I looked at my phone. “From what I can tell, he lives less than two blocks from there. My guess is that he’s renting or living with family.”

      Within ten minutes, we were sitting at a booth ordering French toast. I didn’t know why, since it was two in the afternoon; it just looked scrumptious. The waitress was Connie. She looked every bit a diner waitress, probably forty, but she could have been thirty or fifty. She was a mystery. Her hair was up in a bun. Perfect. After we ordered, I asked, “So, you guys must have been shocked when you heard about Barry?”

      She couldn’t wait to talk. “You aren’t kidding. In fact, I’m covering his shift. Not that I care under the circumstances. But what a world we live in. You know what I mean?” She sat down next to Shelby. We couldn’t have asked for a more cooperative witness.

      Shelby asked, “So, what did you hear about Barry’s death?”

      She looked around, probably wondering if she’d get in trouble for taking a break. “Well, all I heard was that he was going to an author thing at the new bookshop on the Boardwalk. His dad asked him to go. Evidently, he’s going through a divorce from his mom and was looking for some financial tips. Jeez, what could be safer than a bookstore? It just makes you want to go home and stay there.”

      I asked, “So, was he going alone, as far as you knew?”

      She nodded. “I think so. He had a date afterward, but he didn’t want to take her to the author thing; he thought she might be bored. I guess he never made it to pick her up.”

      Shelby got her phone out for notes. “Do you know what her name is?”

      She smiled. “Sure, he’s been dating her for a while. Sandy Caufman. That’s C-A-U-F-M-A-N. A real unusual spelling. Only one F. She lives in Point, so it was going to be really easy for him to pick her up after the author thing. She’s on Baltimore Avenue, just off Lake Louise. She’s got a real nice place there, he always told me.”

      Shelby wondered, “Had they been having any issues in their relationship? You know, infidelity, any threats of a breakup, that sort of thing?”

      She shook her head vehemently. “Oh, no, not at all. He was talking about popping the question. He had even asked my advice about rings and where to ask her and stuff like that. It was getting serious.”

      I was surprised. “How long had they been going out? I can’t imagine he made too much on a waiter’s salary.”

      She got a bit defensive. “Hey, we do all right here. Tips are good, and we get good hours. She was going to school for nursing, so I think they could have had a good life together.” She thought further. “Besides, it was Barry’s dream to own his own restaurant someday. He wasn’t a deadbeat.”
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      I tried to get back on her good side. “I’m sure he was a great guy. Did he have any enemies that you were aware of?”

      She looked around, probably wondering if she should get back to her job. “He never talked about enemies. He was a nice guy. Everyone liked him.” She stood up. “I’ve got to get back to work.”

      Shelby caught her attention. “Do you think there is anyone else who’d be willing to talk about Barry while we are here?”

      She said as she rushed off, “I’ll ask around.”

      I thought about our exchange. “That’s interesting. It sounds like we confirmed that he was there at the Beachcomber but he never made it out of there. It’ll be interesting to talk to his girlfriend. I wonder if she was the one he was arguing with on his cell phone.”

      Shelby leaned back in her seat. “Things are seldom what they seem. If their relationship was so perfect, why couldn’t she handle a one-hour presentation about finances? That doesn’t seem like too much to ask. Or maybe there was trouble in paradise. Or, how about this? He was on a fact-finding mission for his dad about divorce financing. That could have enraged his mother if it was perceived that they were in it together and she was out in the cold.”

      I looked at her proudly. “You are something else. That’s a great observation that I didn’t even think of. Families can be the most volatile, especially with adult children and when it comes to discussions around divorce. What if the father had a girlfriend and had an affair on the mom, and now she was thinking that the son was favoring the father, even though she had been done wrong? That could create a lot of anger. Enough to kill your own son? I don’t know about that, but a lot of anger.”

      Shelby smiled. “The plot thickens.”

      Moments after Connie left our food, a waitress who looked around eighteen joined us. “Hi, I’m sorry just to barge in, but Connie said you were looking for witnesses. My name is Sarah, and I am, I mean, was, a good friend of Barry. There’s nothing I don’t know about what’s going on in his life. So, let me tell you that Connie’s story might have been a little rosier than how things were really going.”

      The French toast was amazing. I asked, “Do you mind if we eat?”

      She laughed. “God, no. That’s what people do here. In fact, I’d feel really uncomfortable if you just sat there staring at your food.”

      I felt a little bit rude as I started chowing down, but I got over it quickly.

      She continued. “So, Barry was a really nice guy, but he was in over his head with Sandy. She, even though he was in his mid-twenties, was his first serious girlfriend. And he didn’t want to lose her. I swear, I think he thought the world would end if he lost her. Quite honestly, I thought he could do better. Frankly, I was a better match for him than she was. Way better, but he didn’t see it.”

      That woke me up. “So, you were interested in him as a boyfriend?”

      She smiled. “Obviously. I wouldn’t have bothered to just be his friend. Well, he thought I was, but guys are so obtuse. I’d let him cry on my shoulder and give him advice, but it was all aimed at getting him into my clutches. But it wasn’t completely selfish. He was miserable with her. The longer they were together, the worse it got. But he didn’t seem to realize it. He thought he loved her. The fact was that he could barely tolerate her, and vice versa. I was trying to save him from himself, and if I ended up with him, all the better.”

      Shelby asked, “Did he want to marry her?”

      She nodded. “He thought so.”

      Shelby continued her line of questioning. “So, what was your plan? If he was on the way toward engagement, how were you planning on preventing that?”

      She grinned. “I wasn’t going to prevent it. I was going to encourage it.”

      I was confused. “What? Why? Wasn’t that dangerous?”

      She looked confident. “Not really. I figured the closer they got to the wedding, the more he’d realize what a mistake it was, and he’d break it off. And you-know-who would be right here to pick up the pieces.”

      I shook my head. “I think your plan had some potential problems. You see, once a woman gets engaged, it takes a virtual Mack truck to reverse that decision. Because there is pride involved. If the plan changes, it makes her look bad. And she does not want to look bad. It makes it look like the guy changed his mind. That is not something she is ever willing to allow to happen. The only way it can ever happen is if it is her idea. But even then, she has to eat crow and admit that she made a mistake up front in saying ‘Yes.’ So, that rarely, if ever, happens. So, once the ring is on, you can pretty much forget it.”

      Sarah had a look of horror on her face. “Oh my God, I didn’t take that into account in my plan. I figured people could just act like people.”

      I continued. “Engaged people on their way to be married aren’t really people. You’ve heard of ‘Bridezilla?’ That’s what we are talking about here. A monster.”

      She thought to herself. “So, my strategy was all off. I can see that now.” Then she realized the reality of the situation, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “And now I can’t ever fix it. He’s dead.” She started sobbing.

      This went on for several uncomfortable minutes. I felt terrible for the poor girl. It was like she had just realized that the man she loved was dead, and there was nothing she could do about it. After a while, her crying subsided. I tried to soothe her feelings. “I can tell you one thing, Sarah. We will find Barry’s killer and bring them to justice. No one should die like this.”

      She sniffled and eventually said quietly, “Thank you.” She sat silently for a while, then said, “I’m sorry, but I have to go back to work. Feel free to come back, and we can talk again. I’m sure there are things that I have forgotten.” She got up and walked back to the kitchen.

      I commented to Shelby. “Wow. This is turning into a very interesting case.”

      She agreed. “It’s crazy how in a little restaurant the perception or the reality of one man’s relationship with his girlfriend can literally be as different as night and day from one waitress to another. I wonder what we’d find out if we interviewed the other three.”

      I smiled. “That’s why investigative work is so fascinating. You never know if you are dealing with fact or fiction or someone’s version of fact, which might actually turn out to be fiction, even though they were telling their version of the truth.”

      She nodded. “We humans are complicated. That’s why even if we were all equipped with lie detectors, it wouldn’t make our jobs all that much easier. With our two waitresses as an example, they were both telling their own truth, and one described an idyllic future engagement, while the other described a likely relationship disaster. And these descriptions were of the same two people. I think that’s what I love about investigation. Or maybe it’s what I hate about it. I’ll let you know if we solve this case. Our record hasn’t been all that great.”

      She laughed. “Well, we kind of got the last one, depending on how you look at it.”

      I chuckled. “That one was hard to win or lose. Everyone was guilty in their own right.”

      She agreed. “Again, it’s what makes investigation fascinating. I guess I really do love it.” She looked around the restaurant as we finished our French toast. “Do you think it makes sense to try to find anyone else to talk to before we leave? I mean, we’ve gotten as different a description of a relationship with Barry’s girlfriend as you possibly could between two people. Maybe we’d learn something else.”

      I looked toward the back. There had been a group of waitresses talking among themselves for the past few minutes. I wondered if it had anything to do with us. I figured it couldn’t hurt for me to approach the group. They could only say ‘No.’

      They were talking as I approached them but stopped as I arrived in their vicinity. That was an indication that they were talking about us. I smiled. “Hi. My name’s Cordelia Corbett, and we’re investigating the death of Barry Blake. Would any of you have any interest in discussing his activities yesterday evening? Any information might be helpful.”

      A redhead, who appeared to be about thirty, named Shirley, according to her nametag, volunteered. “Sure, I’d be happy to answer some questions. I think there’s a lot of confusion around here about Barry’s relationship with Sandy Caufman, so I’d like to set it straight.”

      I smiled. “Why don’t you join us at our table? Shelby Irons, my associate, is there.”

      She gave her opinion as we walked over. “Is she even out of high school?”

      I nodded. “Yes, she’s graduating college this month. She’s very well-preserved.”

      She sat next to me at the table.

      I introduced her to Shelby. “Shirley, this is Shelby Irons. Shelby, Shirley.” They shook hands. I turned to Shirley. “So, you indicated that you wanted to set the record straight about Barry’s relationship with Sandy. We’ve actually had varying views of that relationship, so your input would be helpful.”

      She looked around as if to make sure no one was listening. “Barry had no intention of getting engaged to Sandy. I don’t know where that rumor started, but now that Barry’s gone, someone needs to squelch it. Barry and I had been dating for nearly a year. Sarah is living in a dream world if she ever thought she had a chance with him. And now that he’s gone, there’s no one but me to set the record straight.”

      I was shocked at just how popular this guy was. “So, you were seeing him, like now?”

      She backed off slightly. “Well, we’d recently had a fight, which was why I wasn’t with him last night, but we were definitely dating.”

      Shelby took the opportunity to clarify. “So, he wasn’t planning on seeing Sandy last night?”

      She got an angry look on her face. “If he was, it was only to get back at me.”

      I had an idea. “You had quite a group back there. Is there anyone who can verify this? We’re getting so much conflicting information; we’re not going to know how to proceed from here without some clarification.”

      She glared at me. “I don’t need to prove that we were dating. Everyone knew it.”

      Shelby agreed. “Well, you’re right. If everyone knew it, we’ll find other people to verify it—family members, neighbors, other people in his life. I’d assume even Sandy would verify it if you were his girlfriend.”

      She responded immediately. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I did not say I was his ‘girlfriend.’ I said that we were dating.”

      I wanted clarification. “So, you were dating casually. That’s a little different. It might not be so publicly recognized.” I wondered, “So, was that his choice or yours?”

      She stuck her nose in the air. “It was mine. I don’t like to be tied down to just one guy. There’s plenty of years to be married. But I enjoyed spending time with him, and he enjoyed it too. He was definitely not ready to settle down.”

      I challenged her. “I guess we will have to take your word for it.”

      She gave me a look. “I guess you will, for now. Like I said, I don’t have to prove it.”

      I wasn’t impressed. “Suit yourself. I’ve generally found that if something is a fact, someone has no problem proving it.”

      She was getting angry. “I didn’t say I would have a problem proving it. I just said that I didn’t have to.” She got up and walked away.

      I took a look at Shelby. “Interesting. What do you make of that?”

      She scratched her head. “I have absolutely no idea. She’s certainly an angry woman. I mean, I get it if she and Barry were dating. She has a right to be angry. But she didn’t seem angry about that. She seemed angrier that she didn’t feel she could legitimize her status in her relationship with him now that he was gone.”

      She nodded. “I got the same feeling. It was creepy, actually.”
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      I remarked to Shelby as we headed to Barry’s neighborhood, “I almost feel like we have less than we had going in.”

      She agreed. “It seems like Barry was a chameleon. He was a different person to everyone he knew. We literally met three people who described his relationships completely differently. I can’t wait to talk to this Sandy girl. She’s going to be the tiebreaker in a way.”

      I wondered. “I’m not even sure she’s going to represent the real truth. I mean, what if she gives us the future fiancé story. Does that mean that Sarah or Shirley’s stories are wrong, or that she’s just uninformed?”

      She shrugged. “It’s anyone’s guess. We’re going to have to play it by ear. Hopefully, we’ll learn something in the neighborhood. I wonder how we find his family members. We know his estranged parents are around. Maybe they could be helpful.”

      I remarked, “I haven’t called Karen Wall at Patch.com in a while. Maybe she could get me some information. We could offer to trade what we have so she could do a follow-up story. We haven’t talked in a couple of years.” I still had her number in my phone from when she interviewed us about the case back then.

      She answered immediately. “Karen Wall, how can I help you?”

      I smiled. “Karen, it’s Cordelia Corbett. How are you doing?”

      She sounded surprised. “Cordelia. It’s been, wow, almost two years. What can I do for you?”

      I hoped we could help one another. “You have a recent article that interested me, about a Barry Blake, a recent murder victim in Point Pleasant Beach.”

      She acknowledged. “Yes, I did a brief story. I didn’t have much information.”

      I agreed. “Well, Shelby and I have been investigating, and we thought we might have some information that might be interesting for a follow-up article, and that you might have something that we need in exchange.”

      She hesitated. “Oh, like a quid pro quo. I don’t know, Cordelia. What are you looking for?”

      I figured I might as well be straight with her. “I was wondering if you’d been able to come up with any contact info on either of his parents. Barry was at a divorce financing presentation at the behest of his father, just before he was killed, so we thought that might be an interesting lead.”

      She seemed to be going through some papers. “Yes, I have some contact information. Let’s meet at your house. It’s on Trenton Avenue. Right?”

      I agreed. “Yes. 105. Can you meet there in a half hour?”

      She said, “Yes. I just happen to be in Point right now, finishing up some research. So, a half hour would be great. I look forward to seeing you again.”

      I commented to Shelby. “We’ll have to go back to Barry’s neighborhood later.”
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      Within a half hour, we were seated around the kitchen table. I hoped Karen forgave us for not being that cooperative the last time we met, but we felt like she was on the other team. She seemed to have recovered as far as I could tell.

      She smiled. “So, how have you two been? It’s been too long. I thought we might see each other more often since we’re basically in the same business.”

      I agreed. “Let’s try to do it more. We can definitely help each other out.” I organized my information. “We had some interesting discussions with Barry’s coworkers. He was at a presentation at the Beachcombers Bookshop about financing divorce after fifty. We believe his dad had asked him to go, which may have caused a rift with his mother. He was supposed to have a date with a young woman named Sandy Caufman after the presentation, but he clearly didn’t make it.”

      She took some notes. “So, what do you know about his relationship with Sandy Caufman?”

      Shelby interrupted. “That’s the crazy thing. We spoke to three of his coworkers, and they all described his relationship with her differently. That makes us wonder what that’s all about. Could that be some sort of clue about what happened to him? He apparently was on his cell phone during the presentation at the bookshop. We don’t know with whom, but we will be getting his phone records.”

      I wondered, “So, you indicated that you had his parents’ contact information. Have you spoken to them yet?”

      She shook her head. “No. They both refused to be interviewed. So, I’m hoping they will talk to you.”

      I reminded her. “Well, we have the full force of the law behind us. We are contracted with the Point Pleasant Beach Police Department to supplement their investigation arm. So, they can’t actually refuse. We may have to get a subpoena to make it happen, but usually the threat of a court order is enough to make people talk.”

      She asked, “How about this? If you get anything that’s worthy of a follow-up story, you provide it to me, and if I get anything interesting, I’ll give it to you. We can have a symbiotic relationship.”

      I agreed. “That’s perfect and exactly what I was thinking. We were just headed to Barry’s neighborhood, so if we find out anything interesting there, we’ll let you know.”

      She stood up, handing me a sheet of paper. “That’s the address and phone numbers of Barry’s parents. Good luck getting them to cooperate. They may have just avoided me because I was the press. That happens.”

      I shook her hand. “Thanks so much. We appreciate your help.”

      She waved as she headed out the door.
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      I high-fived Shelby. “This is great. We’ve reconnected with Karen Wall. She’s a great source. Sometimes, I have no idea where she gets her information, but she figures out a way to get it before we do, so it’s great to have her on our team.”

      She agreed. “It’s never a bad thing to have someone new working with us. And just like that, we have his parents’ contact information.”

      I ran through it in my mind, wondering what our next step should be. “Should we try to contact them or go to his neighborhood while we have some momentum?” I grabbed my purse. “Let’s get the neighborhood out of the way. We promised ourselves we would when we went to the restaurant.” I reviewed the information Karen provided me. “Hey, wait a minute. It looks like Barry lived with his mom. The address is the same on Locust Road in Brielle. Maybe we can kill two birds with one stone.”

      Shelby commented. “Wow, that must have really been a slap in the face that he was attending a workshop on financing divorce at over fifty for his dad while he was living with his mom. Like we thought before, there had to be some emotions involved, but even more so with him living with her.” She looked at me directly. “Are we just going to show up at the door, or give her some warning?”

      I gave it some thought. “I think we need to go the surprise route. If we give her a chance to say ‘no,’ she probably will. Then we’ll use our police connections if we have to.”

      She nodded. “You’re the boss.”

      I glanced over at her while trying to keep my eyes on the road. “You don’t agree?”

      She considered the options. “I don’t know if that would be my choice, but it could go either way.”

      It was unusual for Shelby to second-guess my decisions, so I asked, “Do you think we should call? I’m fine with that if you feel strongly about it.”

      She took out her phone. “Thanks, Cord. I appreciate the respect.” She dialed.

      She put her phone on speaker. “This is Carla Blake; can I help you?”

      Shelby responded immediately. “Mrs. Blake, this is Investigator Irons. I’m here with Investigator Corbett. We are working with the Point Pleasant Beach Police Department and wanted to let you know that we are on the way to your house to take your statement regarding your son, Barry.”

      She hesitated. “Oh? I wasn’t expecting anyone. A detective said he might be by later in the week.”

      She addressed that. “Exactly. The department is so understaffed, they have been required to contract with us to supplement their force so that we can move this case along and find out who did this to your son more quickly. I’m sure you want that. Correct, Mrs. Blake?”

      She couldn’t possibly argue with that. “Well, of course I want justice quickly.”

      She agreed. “We will see you in a few minutes, then.” She hung up.

      I was impressed.
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      Within ten minutes, we were standing at the front door.

      Carla Blake looked at us with surprise when she opened the door.

      “Are you? I was expecting—oh, come in, I guess.”

      I smiled. “That’s not the first time we’ve gotten that reaction.” I handed her our cards.

      She glanced at them briefly. “Come in. Would you like something to drink? We have iced tea, water, all sorts of soft drinks.”

      We both said, “No, thanks.”

      We sat around a dining room table that looked like it didn’t get much use. We sat on one side, and she sat on the other.

      I asked, “Do you have any other family members at home whom we should be talking to?”

      She shook her head. “No. Barry was an only child.” Her voice caught in her throat when she heard herself say, “His father left to live with his girlfriend. Great timing. My life is falling apart, and he has to be out playing like he’s in his twenties.”

      This seemed like a good place to start. I responded, “Wasn’t that what Barry was doing at the Beachcombers Bookshop, researching divorce for his dad?”

      She wiped a tear from her eye. “How could he? He was my son. He barely ever did anything with his father. How could he do that to me?”

      I tried to imagine the scenario. “I don’t know. Maybe his dad saw what was being presented at the bookshop and wasn’t available, so he asked Barry to go for him. Nothing all that evil, just a favor.”

      She didn’t appear convinced. “He could have said ‘no.’ Or that he had a date with that Sandy, or whoever it is he’s dating these days. It’s hard to keep track. You need a scorecard.”

      I saw another opening. “Is he also seeing someone named Shirley?”

      She tossed that around. “He was, at least, but he can’t seem to stop talking about this girl named Sarah. He must have a thing about women with names starting with ‘S.’ That’s all I can say. I never met this Sarah girl, but I know she was young—probably too young for him—barely out of high school. That’s not smart at his age.”

      Shelby wondered, “So, how long had your husband been seeing this woman?”

      I thought she might explode. “Becky? Becky? What the heck kind of name is Becky for a grown woman? What was she, thirteen? Becky? Good God. Becky. Well, I only know what I know. So, I only know about Becky since he moved out, which is six months ago. But clearly, he knew Becky longer than that. He hasn’t confessed how long it was going on. His attorney is telling him to keep his mouth shut, probably a good idea.”

      It was pretty clear how she felt about Becky. Shelby concluded, “So, at least six months. Did Barry spend any time with them?”

      She was getting irritated. “Barry wasn’t twelve. He wasn’t a custody case. What do you mean, ‘Did he spend any time with them?’ Did he socialize with them? Well, yes, I suppose he did, and it broke my heart. How could he be that insensitive? He sometimes had dinner with the two of them. I was shocked. I saw it as tacit approval of their relationship. I thought it took a lot of nerve. I’m his mother, for God’s sake.”

      I wondered, “So, you expected him to completely remove his dad from his life because he left you?”

      She agreed. “Yes, absolutely. That was his responsibility as our son. Perhaps if he had rejected his father, he might have seen the error of his ways, rather than making it easy for him.”

      I couldn’t help myself. “I have to ask you something, and I hope you don’t take offense. Did you kill your son?”

      She looked at me as if I had killed her dog. “Are you out of your mind? Of course I didn’t kill my son. What would the purpose of that have been? I’ve lost my husband, the love of my life, and as a result, I’d kill my son?”

      I reminded her, “Well, you do seem to have a lot of pent-up anger. Are you seeing a professional?”

      She glared at me. “Do you mean a therapist? I’m not insane. They are insane. Everyone is insane. Brian is insane. Becky is insane. Barry was insane. From the questioning, for all I know, you two may be insane. Am I the only sane one in this town?” She stood up. “I think we are done here. If you have additional questions, I think you’ll have to ask them with my attorney present.”

      She shooed us out the door.

      I thought about jumping in the car and hitting the road, but we had parked a couple of houses away so we might chance upon unsuspecting neighbors. That plan occasionally worked, especially in these older neighborhoods where there were often retirees who had lived there for decades.

      As we started down the street, we spotted an older gentleman weeding the flowerbed that ran down the edge of his sidewalk. I whispered to Shelby, “We’ve got a live one. Follow my lead.”

      I smiled as we approached him. “Good afternoon, sir. How’s everything going?”

      He stood up. “Oh, no. Not another set of solar panel salespeople. That would make the third set this week. I keep telling them I can’t possibly live long enough for them to pay themselves off, but they won’t listen.” He looked me in the eye. “I’m seventy-six years old. The average payoff is at least ten years, sometimes fifteen. I’m not willing to play the odds that I’m still going to be in this house until I’m between eighty-six and ninety-one. We have two stories, and I’m probably not going to be able to make the stairs for much longer. So, you’ll have to try the couple next door. They are in their forties. It might work for them.”

      I laughed. “Oh. No. We aren’t here for anything like that. We are investigating a murder.”

      He suddenly looked concerned. “In this neighborhood? How is it that there was a murder, and I didn’t hear about it? I’m known for being the busybody of the street.”

      I hoped I could address his issue and make him want to talk at the same time. “Well, it didn’t take place here. It just involved a resident, Barry Blake, from the house a couple down from you. Do you know them?”

      He nodded. “Well, well enough to say ‘Hi’ and shovel each other’s walks when it snows, that sort of thing. We don’t invite each other over to swim in each other’s pools or anything like that. Although I heard the husband moved out. It’s hard to hide a moving van.”

      I agreed. “Yes, he did. Did you know him?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. His name was Brian, I think. Brian Blake. But I couldn’t tell you much about him. Pleasant enough guy. His wife was pretty intense. I can’t say I’m surprised that they are divorcing. They never seemed like a very good match.”

      Shelby jumped in. “Oh? What makes you say that?”

      He looked up at the sky. “Just seems like she was always ordering him around. I can’t say he appeared to have a very happy life. But, again, this was all from two houses away. You just get impressions. You know?”

      I wondered, “How about their son, Barry? What was your impression of him?”

      He pondered Barry for a moment. “Well, not very independent. He was approaching thirty and still living at home. I kind of saw him as a miniature version of Brian. They both seemed to serve at her pleasure.”

      Shelby asked, “So, he didn’t seem very happy, either?”

      He nodded. “No, not really.”

      I figured I’d ask directly. “Do you think she would kill either of them?”

      He smiled, which I found a little odd. “I suppose it depends on what they did. Would I find her capable of murder? I’d have to say I would. She’d be someone I would describe as ‘cold-blooded.’ What do I have to base that on? Not that much, actually, just living two houses down from her for years.”

      I wondered, “Did you ever see or meet Brian’s girlfriend?”

      He scratched his head. “No. I didn’t even know for sure that he had one. There were rumors around the neighborhood, but that was mostly based on Carla’s rantings than anything anybody had actually seen. We figured there was just as much chance that she was making the person up as anything. I think her name was Becky. She just kept saying it over and over again, Becky, Becky, Becky, Becky, Becky, Becky, Becky, Becky. Frankly, I thought she’d gone a bit over the deep end. I recommended a psychiatrist that I had used several years ago. She wanted nothing to do with them. In fact, she all but told me I was insane.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, we had the same conversation just minutes ago. She clearly believes that she’s the only sane person in the world, from what I can tell. That’s a sign of mental illness as far as I’m concerned.” We continued up the street. “Thank you so much for your perspective. Now, we know we’re not actually insane.”

      He tipped his hat and continued with his weeding.
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      Across the street, there was a woman who appeared to be in her sixties, planting annuals in her front yard. Shelby and I crossed the road.

      She looked at us with the same expression the gentleman had as we approached. I was sure she thought we were selling something. She said, “We just bought lawn service, so we are set for the season, and we have a pool opening service.”

      I smiled. “You must get a lot of salespeople coming up and down your street. Well, we aren’t selling anything.”

      She frowned. “Oh no. What church are you from? I’ve already been saved several times. At this point, I’m either going to heaven or I’m not. I don’t think there’s much I can do about it.”

      Shelby explained. “Sorry for any confusion. We are working under contract with the Point Pleasant Beach Police Department investigating a recent homicide. We were wondering if you could answer a few questions.”

      She stood up. “Oh no. How awful. Was someone killed in the neighborhood?”

      I corrected her. “Well, it was someone from the neighborhood, Barry Blake.”

      I thought she was going to fall over. “Oh my God. I just saw Barry less than a week ago. When did this happen?”

      I continued, “Just yesterday. We are trying to collect as much evidence as quickly as we can, so the case doesn’t get cold. How well did you know Barry?”

      She looked distraught. “We had a child
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