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Chapter 1
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They called him Cheezy Rider—and with good cause.

I stood at the wide front window of the Charmed Inn with a cup of coffee in hand. I watched my great uncle toddling around the corner onto Chestnut Street, pedaling steadily on his old Beach Comber. The picture he made was something to behold. His bright orange vest perfectly matched the small caution flag waving from a tall pole attached to the back of the bike. His silver bullet helmet matched his thinning silver hair peeking out from underneath. But nothing matched his teal and red-flowered Hawaiian shirt.

His legs, covered in khakis, pumped away as he came up the block waving to anyone who happened to be on the short street in our small town on the shore of the Susquehanna River. The bicycle had a big wire basket on the front that he filled with a box of donuts from Delilah’s Donuts every day, a place that had been in the same family for seventy-five years, like so many other businesses here. Those donuts were heading right for my work and then right to my hips. But I had never said no to pastry, and I wasn’t going to start today. In fact, I needed the pick-me-up. Things were busy at the inn, with everyone checking in for the writers’ extended working weekend, and sugar was always welcome. The staff wouldn’t say no, either.

“I’m going to take a break,” I said to my Aunt Hellen as I passed her in the hallway leading to the dining room. She was technically my great aunt, and she could keep things moving for a few minutes while I stepped out into the beautiful April afternoon sunshine. What I really wanted to say was that I was trying not to break, but that wouldn’t be good for business. It had been one heck of a morning already, and I needed a moment to collect myself in the downtime before the festivities really began. Donuts were a great distraction, even if my erstwhile uncle did bring them every day.

“All righty, Ms. Mighty!” Aunt Hellen yelled back. This highly respected tasseomancer and seance-leader had a set of lungs that should never be allowed near a microphone. “I just finished having tea with Owen, so I’m free if you want to go on your walk, too. His phone rang in the middle of our tea, and it must have been important because he hightailed it out the door after making an excuse.” She situated herself behind the desk and placed her hands on the computer screen like it might fly away if she didn’t keep it locked down. “Hey, one thing before you go.”

I held steady, waiting for the inevitable question. My life seemed to be filled with questions.

“What kind of afternoon do you think we’re going to have? Should I restock the printer?”

Showing my teeth in what should have been a smile, I flipped open the book I held in my other hand, shaking my head at the ridiculousness of it all. Why, oh why, did I have to have this particular book with me? And why was my aunt always trying to force me to use my “gift”? I had no real power to do anything, just predict the future or get guidance from the text. Sometimes it was right, sometimes not. Either way, it was not high-powered magic in the least.

While poking my finger at the text, I said, “No need to stock the printer, but be prepared to deal with many irritations.” There’s nothing like trying to give a vague answer to a mundane question when the page you opened to was a spicy-hot scene between the hero and heroine in a recently released romance novel.

“I could have told you that. You have to try harder if you want to own your power, Roxanne Gleason. This is not a game.” Peering at me over her bifocals, she twitched the classic “Mom finger” in my general direction and then tsked.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, but only because I knew it wouldn’t do me any good. It would probably get me a lecture, and I didn’t have time for that today. Plus, those donuts were calling my name.

“Yes, Aunt Hellen. Sorry, Aunt Hellen.”

“Cheeky,” she said under her breath, but I still heard it and smiled.

“Is Owen’s nephew here yet?”

“No, Owen said he had to back out at the last minute, so we have a free room if we need it.”

I sighed because as much as I liked Andrew, that was one less eccentric I’d have to deal with. Owen was a character all on his own, but he knew when to rein it in, Andrew not so much. Plus, his room would still get paid for even if he wasn’t going to use it.

“Okay, thanks for letting me know. Keep an eye out for Paddy McGruver,” I said. “He hasn’t checked in yet, and sometimes he likes to come in the back door to avoid what he assumes are the paparazzi.”

“Oh my, Paddy’s coming in today? Will he be here all four days?” Aunt Hellen smoothed down the front of her shirt over what she jokingly called her shelf since it pretty much caught any crumbs she dropped while eating. She then pulled her peach cardigan closed over her stomach.

“Yes, and yes. Try to keep your hands to yourself this time. You read tea leaves, not rumps. No one is falling for that I’m-a-rumpologist-bit, no matter how hard you try to sell it.”

With that, I walked out the door and left her to primp and prime herself for one of the more problematic creatives who was going to be here for four whole days. Well, not quite four, since it was more like seventy-two total hours from check-in to check-out. But who was counting?

With ten of the writers showcasing their intelligence and posturing over who had the best book and which classes were not to be missed, it would be enough time for me to need a vacation afterward.

The hotel hosted this event every year, but this was my first as the owner of this fine establishment. I had been told to give myself the seven days following the event to only host boring people, so I could rest, relax, and restore my faith in down-to-earth people. I had taken the advice since it had come from the previous owner, my grandfather. We would have guests checking in on Sunday after everyone left, but there wouldn’t be a pen and paper or laptop in sight as far as the guest list went. I had made sure of it.

Uncle Vince was racking his bike at the side of the building and removing his helmet when I stepped out onto the wide veranda that encircled the inn. I looked forward to his visits and had for all the years he’d been in my life. I wasn’t sure exactly how far away on my dad’s family tree he was, just that he was there and always had been. 

He was like a beacon in the middle of the day, everyone stopping as they strolled along the sidewalks to say hi and ask about his health. It kept him busy until I could reach him, which worked in my favor. As long as he didn’t give away any of my donuts.

“I see you got two boxes this time,” I said as I approached the old man in his loud get-up.

“Roxy, my love, my dove, how are we on this fine afternoon?” His smile was far cheekier than anything I had ever sported, and I immediately wondered what he was up to. It was almost never good. Or rather, it usually was good for someone but almost never good for me.

“What are you hiding?”

He slapped his hand to his chest and feigned hurt. “I would never -”

“You do. Always,” I shot back, but a smile was trying to come out on my lips that I did not want to give in to. If I indulged him, he always had to see exactly how far he could take it.

“I’m offended.”

“Only because I’m catching you before you can even begin. Hand over the donuts, and I might be able to see my way to just watching for any missteps instead of thwarting you before you even get started.”

At first, he looked defeated, but I knew for a fact that was a lie. He’d just figure out a different way to get around me. It was a game he liked to play, and since he was an uncle and someone who had watched over me since I was a toddler, I knew, and so did he, that I had a weak spot for him and his antics. As long as they didn’t hurt anyone.

Sure enough, that smile popped back out on his face. As I knew it would.

“I saw you in my scrying bowl this morning.”

Ack, that was the last thing I wanted him to say. I would have preferred almost anything else, even the practical jokes he sometimes liked to indulge in. He wasn’t very good at them, but I laughed, even if it was just a big fake spider on my porch. His visions were some of my biggest fears, though. Or it might be better to say his visions had brought about many of my stumbles in life.

“Keep it to yourself,” I said, sticking my hand in the donut box and quickly picking a cinnamon sugar delight to cram into my mouth.

“No, no, I promise this is a good one. There’s not a bad thought or dark anything involved. Promise!”

I shook my head at him, and he harrumphed. He could make noises all he wanted, but I wasn’t giving in. He could, of course, tell me even if I didn’t want to hear it, and he probably would, eventually, but for the moment, I was going to enjoy my donut and forget that whatever he had seen in his clairvoyant wanderings would probably bring me some kind of trouble. It always did.

The cinnamon sugary goodness was enough to bring me back to my normal operating level. This weekend was going to be fine. Three, almost four, days was always a quick stint with this many people, and it didn’t matter if they were all creatives and some of them were off kilter. It would be fine. I had a great staff and a lot of wonderful help, and everything was planned down to the last folded napkin. I’d be fine.

“You’re going to see someone new this weekend who will change your whole life and make you bloom!” Vince spit the words out rapid-fire, like a three-year-old holding on to a secret he just couldn’t keep anymore. My little sister used to do that years ago, and I’d clap my hands over my ears. Unfortunately, with a book in one hand and the rest of the donut in the other, I didn’t have any hands free to keep his words out of my ears.

And once they were in my ears, they had a much better chance of coming true. Dang it!

“What exactly did you see?” I asked, grabbing another donut because I deserved two.

Uncle Vince shrugged and used a deli sheet to get his own Boston Cream donut out of the box. He took his time closing the box and then placed it on the step next to him before eyeing the donut and turning it around to see which part he wanted to bite first. Once he found the right spot, he brought it to his mouth and took a big chunk out with his teeth.

I was going to scream bloody murder in ten seconds.

“Good stuff,” he said after he chewed and chewed and then swallowed. He eyed the donut again, and I grabbed his wrist with one second to spare.

“Don’t you dare. Tell me what you saw, or your donut goes in the bushes for the birds.”

“I don’t think birds are supposed to eat cream, Roxy. It’s probably very bad for their digestive systems.”

I growled, and he snickered.

“Fine, fine, fine. I saw a swirl of pink and blue intertwine to make a purple mist that floated out over the water and ignited a patch of beautiful roses in the middle of the river. The roses were deep red and antique, but they sparkled with dew that was both new and from a rainstorm that had passed earlier in the day. When I looked closer, the red was a twining of pink and deep burgundy.”

“And from that, you got that I’m going to meet someone who’s going to change my life?”

“Yes. Well, you’ll see someone new. I didn’t get a bead on if you’ll meet them.” He took another bite of the donut before I could stop him. Not that I was going to since I was still trying to figure out the symbolism of the mists, the flowers, and the dew.

I wasn’t good at this kind of thing. Besides being a clairvoyant, Uncle Vince could cast spells that hit hard and fast. But he hadn’t done one in years because they came with too high a price to his life. But at least he could do something, unlike me.

“Well, maybe I’ll meet some person this year at the conference who will make my life much easier and do the books for me correctly instead of me trying to muddle my way through.” Math and I were not friends. Words, yes, and someday I’d like them to work for me instead of me always working for them, but that was a totally different subject.

“Could be.” But he didn’t sound convinced. “Are you taking your walk today? I could come with you if you want to talk some things out. Do you have your speech ready to give this evening at dinner for your writer people?”

“Yes, I used my grandfather’s, so it’s pretty much the same as every year.”

“And they love it every year, so don’t disrespect it. This is a big weekend for you. It’ll be great.”

“And apparently change my life.” I shot him a side-eye, and he just laughed.

“I’ll take the donuts into Hellen, and you can go on your walk. I’ll make sure she shares them with the rest of the crew.”

He got up from the stairs with a groan and smiled at me as he dusted off his pants and straightened his collar. He’d had a crush on my aunt for years, but she’d never given him more than an almost friendly glance. My mother, who was Hellen’s niece, had told me before my parents left on a trip around the country that the whole thing was not something I’d want to get involved with, and I trusted her.

I left my coffee cup on a side table on the veranda, along with the steamy romance novel, and tucked my hands into the pockets of my skirt as I took the four steps down to the sidewalk. We had one of the only remaining ferry launches on the Susquehanna River. And soon enough, cars would be waiting in line down at the bank to get across the river on the historic vessel when it opened back up next month. But for now, it was a beautiful place to wander along the grassy green and stare out over the water as I girded myself for the coming days.

It wasn’t that there was any one person who would be in attendance that was a pain by themselves. They were all very nice for the most part. A bunch of older gentlemen and women who’d been coming here for years. They met to discuss the industry, took classes from people they’d flown in to discuss craft topics, and wrote and shared critiques. They ate every meal together and generally tended to try to one-up each other throughout the entire time. But it really was all in good fun. 

So, it was going to be a big to-do, and a good one. But I still needed this walk, or my watch would yell at me for not taking enough steps.

Strolling down the hill from the inn, I kept an eye on traffic, while also allowing the slight spring breeze to ruffle my red hair. I was being a total drama queen, and I knew it, so I shook off my mood and quickened my step as I neared the path that ran along the river. I waved to Mrs. Lincoln, who was out sweeping her porch, and then to Ralph as he delivered the mail to the row of homes fronting the water. I was aiming for the bridge that crossed a small tributary, then I’d turn back around and head to the inn to check in more people before having to deliver that speech and get the whole event rolling.

The path veered away from the water, and there I met Dean as he emerged from one of the ferry sheds. Dean, who I might have secretly harbored a crush on when we’d first met, but I’d talked myself out of that, and now we were just best buds. It was the only way I could be around him without doing something stupid to impress him. Don’t judge.

“Hey there, Roxy, you bringing the light? Are your glees on?” Dean Manchester wiped his big, strong hand on a rag as he walked toward me, making fun of my last name, Gleason. His painter pants hung a little low on his tight waist, and his chest filled out his t-shirt and hoody in a very nice way. Lordy, maybe I hadn’t quite managed to kill the crush. I needed to stop thinking like that.

He was the resident handyman around town and had become one of my best friends over the last six months after he’d fixed a few things at the inn, and we’d hung out for days on end. He also thought he was funny when he was playing with words. The jury was still out on that one.

“Always teasing me about my last name. You still chesting the man?” Because the ferry was beached for the season, I figured he was cleaning the shed to get ready for next month when it would be back in the water.

He groaned, as he always did, and I laughed, as I always did. If he wanted to play with last names, then his was perfect for messing with. Bring me a ridiculous question and get a ridiculous response, Dean Manchester. 

“What are you up to today?” I asked.

“Getting things ready for the season. Everyone checked in for the conference?”

“Well, everyone except Paddy.”

“Oh, I bet Hellen is primping as we speak.”

“You’d win that bet.” In my peripheral vision, I saw someone sitting on the deck of the ferry. And that someone would get in so much trouble if anyone caught him there. It wasn’t only very bad manners, but it was actually against the law. I walked over, dragging Dean with me, when I realized it was Owen from the inn, sitting in his bold purple suit, vest, and bow tie. Why’d he come down here?

I picked up speed, hoping to get to Owen before anyone else saw him. Like Mrs. Lincoln, who took great joy in talking with the police department and called once because a bird wouldn’t leave her laundry alone on the clothesline she’d hung in the backyard. According to her report, the bird kept staring at her, and she didn’t like it. So, she’d called because she’d wanted it arrested.

I didn’t doubt for even a second that she’d have Owen in the back of a police car within a heartbeat of looking over this way.

“Owen, you have to get down from there. Right now, please. Come on.” I looked around to see if any curtains had twitched or if anyone had come out of their houses to spy on what was happening. I stopped below him and reached up to place a hand on his knee, and he didn’t even acknowledge that I’d spoken.

I looked up into his eyes and realized they were vacant. Glancing down at his chest, I did not see it rise or fall, and dread hit me hard right as he toppled to his side without pause.

He was dead. 

Uh-oh.
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Chapter 2
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I was a reader. I had been from the time I was little. I liked every kind of book imaginable to some degree. Since my “gift” involved using text to get predictions, the printed word had been a part of my life for as long as I could remember.

And yes, I’d read every Nancy Drew and cozy mystery novel out there, along with thrillers, police procedurals, traditional mysteries, and noir.

So, I very slowly backed away from the corpse and immediately called 911, signaling Dean over to stand near the body. I knew what happened to people in stories who tried to move a dead body or immediately started searching for what happened to end the person’s life. I was not going to be one of those people. I did not have time to go to jail or even the police station for questioning. Plus, I knew nothing. And I would say that a thousand times if I had to.

I glanced around to see if any curtains were twitching again because I did not want any more company out here.

Shirleen at the station answered my call, and I gave her a brief rundown while my mind tried to block how horrible this was, not only for Owen but also for the weekend itself.

Dean came up next to me and put his hand on my shoulder. The warm weight made me stop for a minute and sigh. Okay, I could do this.

“What happened?” Dean asked quietly.

“I think he came out here and died. He’d just had tea with my Aunt Hellen. I know when he left, but why is he on the ferry? She only said he left their tea to take a call. Did you see him earlier?”

“No, I’ve been in the maintenance shed for the last few hours tinkering with the fans for next month’s launch. What do you think happened?”

Sirens blared as the police, fire trucks, and an ambulance came screaming down the hill and screeched to a halt at the curb next to the ferry. Dean and I stayed back as the EMTs checked for a pulse. The cops looked around. The one I had really hoped not to see emerged from his car, and I pulled Dean in front of me.

“Gah! Norm is here. Why did they have to send him? Couldn’t it have been anyone but him?”

Dean chuckled at me for a second, and I tugged on the back of his shirt. 

“I don’t get what you have against each other, but I’m pretty sure he has more important things to do right now than give you a hard time about finding a man who died out in the open with no obvious injuries. He’s old, Roxy. It could have just been his time.”

Speaking of time, I glanced at my watch and realized I had to get back to the inn and get ready for the speech and tell the guests one of their own was gone.

“Can you stay and answer any questions?” I asked, backing away. “Let someone other than Norm know where I am if they need me.”

“Of course. You might want to at least check in and tell them that yourself, so no one gets any stupid ideas, though.”

Always the corrector. But he was right.

I moved off to the left to throw my donut paper away when there was a commotion over by the ferry. Norm started yelling loudly enough to make the ducks on the river flutter down to the next clump of beached tree branches.

“Don’t you leave, Roxanne Gleason. Don’t you dare leave. This here is a murder.”

That stopped me in my tracks and had me turning around. Norm was storming toward me, and I so wished I had a book to find out what this particular prediction of an outcome would be. Although, I had far more trouble with my own questions than when someone asked me something. And he wasn’t asking, he was demanding.

Dean stepped right into Norm’s path, and as much as I was sure Norm wanted to go around him, Dean wasn’t going to let him. While Dean was built like a tank, Norm was more gangly. I would have thought he’d grow out of that after we’d graduated high school, but he hadn’t.

I couldn’t get my thoughts to go right in my head and stood locked in place. Owen was dead. Had someone killed him? Does this mean it might not have been a natural death because of age or some illness?

But how had he been killed? Why had I not seen anything? And how did Norm know that when standing with him for less time than I had? Was it something obvious I had missed?

Those thoughts got me moving, along with the fact Norm had started growling at Dean to get out of his way. No hands had been thrown just yet, and I was pretty sure Norm would be able to hold himself in check in his civic duty, but I couldn’t make that assumption for Dean. And I didn’t want my friend to get in trouble.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “I was just over at the trash. What is your problem?”

“My problem, Ms. Gleason, is that I have a dead body, and as far as I know, you were the last one to touch him and the first one to see him dead. So, I have questions.”

Was he insinuating I had something to do with this? I could feel my hackles bristling and wished so hard for the ability to zap him with some kind of magic that did something. But that wouldn’t have been good for me either because there was the pesky rule of things coming back on you threefold.

I did not ask the question about what he thought I might know because I was not going to open a sealed Pandora’s box if he hadn’t meant it that way. Instead, I walked back over to him and Dean and stood slightly behind Dean, who was not only built like a tank, but he was also much taller than almost my five-foot, one. I doubted Norm would try to reach for me, but I wasn’t taking chances.

“What could you possibly think I know?” I asked as firmly as possible but without an edge to my voice. There was a history here, and I wasn’t going to exacerbate it, but I also wasn’t stupid.

Norm ran a hand over the top of his thinning brown hair and blew out a breath. He stuck his hands on his hips and then planted his feet wide. If he was looking to intimidate, he was going to have to do better. I lived with Aunt Hellen. No one intimidated me.

“He was dead when you approached him?”

“Yes.” I had watched enough TV to know to keep my answers short and directed at whatever he was asking.

“Did you know he was dead when you approached him?’

“No.”

“Did you touch him?”

“Yes.”

“Was he cold to the touch?”

“No.”

Norm tugged on his hair as Dean took my hand in his. He gave it a squeeze and then dropped it. I would have been fine if he’d continued holding it and given me warmth in a situation that was seriously going off-course into frigid.

“I’m not going to yell. I swear I’m not going to yell.” Norm blew out a heavy breath. 

I couldn’t tell if he was talking to me or himself, so I waited as technicians began arriving at the scene and scurrying around Owen. Poor soul.

“I need more information than what you’re giving me,” he finally said. “One-word answers are not going to help. And you and I might not be the best of friends, but I would think you’d want to help someone who was your friend.”

He was almost being nice to me, and I tried to overlook who he was as a person and focus on who he was as a professional. 

He squinted at me. “Unless you were the one who killed him.”

Well, that went right out the door.

Drawing in a deep breath, I settled myself before speaking. “Look, Norm, I have no idea what happened. I came down here for a walk, I met up with Dean coming out of the shed, and I saw Owen sitting on the deck of the ferry. I thought he’d get in trouble if Mrs. Lincoln called you all up at the station to report a crime because if she wants birds arrested, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t hesitate to tattle on someone resting on a boat. Which he should not have been doing, so I was going to tell him to get down before anyone saw him, and then we wouldn’t have had any issues at all. But when I lightly touched his knee to get his attention, his eyes were vacant, and it didn’t look like his chest was rising and falling with breath. Then he fell over and didn’t move, so I stepped back and called 911 immediately while asking Dean to stay with the body.”

I probably took a breath in there somewhere, but it didn’t feel like it. And Norm was just staring at me after I closed my mouth. I hoped he’d gotten all that because I didn’t know if I could or wanted to repeat it. What I really wanted to do was go back to the inn to process this before I had to tell anyone what had happened, or at least the part where Owen was dead. I didn’t want to think about his death not having been a natural thing or even an accident.

“Well, that’s quite the story,” he said. “I guess we’ll have to see if it makes sense when we process the scene.”

As soon as he closed his mouth, I was on fire inside. “You have got to be kidding me. Why would I kill one of my guests and put him on a ferry and then come by and just happen to discover him? That makes absolutely no sense.” I stamped my foot on the ground and then felt like a toddler. “I called 911, Norm. Why wouldn’t I just let someone else find him?”

“Okay then. How about this? Maybe that’s what your boyfriend here did. He says he was in the shed and saw you walk by, so he came out to say hi, and then you found the deceased. Don’t you think that’s a little weird? Why didn’t he see the dead guy walk by?”

Now Dean was the one growling, but low and with far more vibration and intent than Norm had before. I put a hand on his arm.

“Look,” I said again. “I’ve lived here for a very long time, and I’m aware that you’re probably freaking out inside with a population of about 2,500 and very few unexplained deaths, much less murders in the town, but don’t be an idiot.”

Norm bristled. Fine with me. I wasn’t telling any lies.

“Did Dean see him earlier in the day?” I asked. “Did he come out of the shed at all until he saw me? Did you ask him any of those questions?”

“I hadn’t gotten around to that yet.” Norm’s demeanor didn’t change in the least, even as he pretty much admitted he was being the idiot I’d warned him against being a few seconds ago.

“How do you even know Owen’s been murdered? He could have just climbed up on the deck to take a short rest, and his heart gave out. I didn’t see any knives, and he’s not bloody, so how do you know it wasn’t just that his heart gave out on him?”

“Perhaps because his bow tie is so tight around his neck that it cut off his breathing and circulation. He was strangled with his bow tie, Roxanne. You didn’t see that when you ‘lightly touched’ his knee to get his attention? When you realized that his eyes were dead, and he wasn’t breathing?” Norm’s eyes narrowed.

“I - I didn’t see that.”

“Interesting.” He took out a notepad and pencil to write something on the page. What I wouldn’t have given to get my hands on that particular book.

“You can leave now, but be available for questioning. And no avoiding me. I know you have that ridiculous writers’ thing this weekend that always seems to have me running around, putting out small fires, but this is big. The last thing I need is more complications or to be ghosted.”

“Of course,” I said, feeling sick to my stomach. This was worse than just letting everyone know one of their own had left this mortal world. This was a murder. Someone had taken Owen’s life. Had they killed him and then left him on the deck of the ferry for someone to find? Or had they killed him in broad daylight right on the ferry itself, less than an hour after he’d left the inn? I needed a book, and I needed it now.

I took off for the inn as fast as I could manage. In heels and my more businessy outfit of a skirt and oversized sweater that wasn’t exactly fast, I was trucking to the best of my ability while also trying to not break myself. I had a lot to think about and do, and I didn’t know where to start.

I was so deep in thought that I missed anyone walking behind me and jumped when someone grabbed my arm. I was ready to come out swinging but stopped myself when I realized it was Dean.

“There’s no fire,” he said. “It’s going to be okay. They can’t actually believe it was you. Norm is probably just trying to get you to react, and that’s exactly what you’re doing. Slow down.”

Because even though he had a hold of my arm, I was still trucking. “I don’t care what he’s trying to do. This is horrible, and I can’t even begin to know how this is going to affect everyone who’s at the inn right now. What on earth happened? Why would someone do that to an old man? And with his bow tie? Do they even make those things strong enough to withstand being used as a garrote?”

That last question was kind of ridiculous, but it had popped into my mind. Apparently, I was currently unable to have any kind of filter to keep it from popping out of my mouth. I needed to get myself under control. I could not be in this kind of state when I arrived at the inn.

So, I stopped, shook Dean’s hand off my arm, and bent over at the waist with my hands on my knees. I took several deep breaths until I felt more centered and made myself blank out my brain. It wasn’t easy since it felt like a frenzy of bats trying to get out of an attic at dusk up there, but it had to be done.

Dean, bless him, stood by my side but didn’t try to do anything except just be there. That was what I needed more than anything, and I’d thank him later. After I got myself together.

I stood back up and rearranged my sweater from where it had fallen forward. “Okay, this is not the end of the world. This is not something I had anything to do with, and no matter what Norm says, I did nothing wrong. So, he won’t be able to prove it was me if I did nothing wrong.” Of course, that was when the cascade of true crime podcasts I listened to came streaming into my head with all those people who had been in jail for years, no matter how much they protested their innocence. And even after the evidence was proven false. I was going to be sick.

No, no, I wasn’t. I was going to be strong, and I was going to take this whole thing in stride and count on the fact Norm was not the only person on the force. And even if he didn’t like me, I still truly believed he would want to find the real killer, not just pin it on me because we’d had a run-in years ago that obviously he couldn’t get over.

“I’m going to go back to the inn. I’ll wait for dinner to pull everyone together and make my speech, but preface it by saying there was an unfortunate incident down by the river. I can do this.”

“Of course, you can. And I’ll be here if you need me. I don’t only chest men, you know.”

I laughed before I could stop myself. Fortunately, it did not turn into a sob. I could do this, and I would do this. And maybe if I did it right, I wouldn’t be charged with anything I didn’t do.

I took the last three blocks to the inn at a more leisurely pace. My brain was still churning, and Dean was still by my side, but I felt more confident and more settled. For that, I was grateful.

“How am I going to tell everyone Owen died under horrible circumstances?” I asked Dean as we rounded the
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