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        To Henry Cavill,

      

      

      

      
        
        In my imagination, we walk our dogs together while we talk animatedly about fantasy fiction.

      

      

      

      
        
        It is fabulous.
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        A nice day on the beach is cut short when Hannah Hart discovers a body in her boat.

      

      

      

      
        
        The seaside small town of Apple Blossom Bay finds itself mired in scandal when boats start to go missing and are returned with something grim inside.

      

      

      

      
        
        While Hannah doesn’t know what to think about her boat going missing, nor the body that is in it when she tracks down the vessel, her biggest concern of all is the bulldog that is at the center of the chaos.

      

      

      

      
        
        With her best friend by her side and the lost bulldog burrowing into her heart, Hannah and Jada put their heads together to rescue the lost bulldog…

      

      

      

      
        
        …and perhaps solve a murder along the way.

      

      

      

      
        
        “Bulldog Bandit” is an inclusive cozy mystery, filled with layered clues and quirky moments, written by Molly Maple, which is a pen name for a USA Today bestselling author.
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            Swimming and Missing

          

        

      

    

    
      Inheriting a fancy boat is a privilege I didn’t not anticipate finding its way to me. Not only do I know nothing about running the sleek motorized vessel, but I also cannot swim—a fact my Aunt Emily assured me is a mere technicality.

      Can people learn to swim when they were born with symbrachydactyly? Absolutely. Being born without my right hand hasn’t slowed me down in life. It’s more that drowning terrifies me, and I don’t have fantastic coordination to begin with.

      Plus, the man who volunteered to teach me to swim is Jada’s older brother. It wouldn’t be so problematic to have Niles Williams teach me to swim if he wasn’t the handsomest man in the world. But being that I’ve nearly drowned twice in his presence since I’ve met him, I’m grateful that Edna is going to teach me how to swim this evening.

      I love summertime in general but living in Apple Blossom Bay makes everything smell fresher and look that much more vibrant. Nature is exploding everywhere I look. There are trees flowering in all colors as I walk with my two dogs to the beach not half a mile from where I now live with my quirky Aunt Em.

      After my shift spent working at the Forgotten Stock Market where I keep the groceries for the town perfectly aligned on the shelves, I went home and retrieved my bathing suit, which hasn’t been worn in several years.

      I think I heard the thing whimper when I took it out of my drawer.

      With jean cutoffs and a tank top over my bathing suit, I should be ready for an evening at the beach with Edna—my sweet friend in her seventies who breaks me out of my shell from time to time.

      Do I feel silly asking for swimming lessons as a twenty-five-year-old woman?

      Yes.

      But I’ve decided I don’t care if I make a fool of myself in front of Edna if it keeps me from drowning.

      I stop halfway to the beach, pausing to give my toy Pomeranian and my squat corgi some water from a portable dish. “Oh, Cricket. We can take a break. You’re panting so hard.”

      I run my fingers over her thick red-brown-blonde fur coat as I kiss the top her of her head. Cricket was the first dog that found me when I moved to Apple Blossom Bay, and my life has never been the same.

      The second dream come true is Honey—the caramel-colored corgi I took in when her owner, Hank, lost his life and couldn’t provide a home for Honey any longer. With the adoption of Honey came the deed to Hank’s boat, which I still have not grown the confidence to take for a spin.

      First things first: I need to learn to swim.

      Then I can learn to drive a boat.

      Or, more likely, Jada can drive the boat while I cling to the thing for dear life.

      I rub the silk of Honey’s ear between my fingers. “Are you ready to see Mommy try to swim? I’m guessing you’ll do laps around me.”

      Honey yips in reply, then goes back to rubbing her nose in the sand so long as my hand is on her.

      Gotta love a dog who’s just as dependent on me as I am on her. My introversion takes a backseat whenever I have my dogs with me.

      The walk to the beach is short and sunny, though I wish it was longer, being that when I get there, I am going to have to get in the water and practice not drowning.

      I remove my flip-flops when I get onto the sand, walking toward the water’s edge where Edna is standing in a bright yellow bikini. My friend is wearing the sunniest smile I’ve seen all day. “Hey, stranger!” she calls to me, flagging me over in case the bright yellow of her suit didn’t alert me to her location. The people of Apple Blossom Bay don’t let good weather go to waste. There are several families with giant parasols scattered along the beach, huge sandcastles with moats, and children splashing in the ocean. Edna is chatting with a woman who looks like she was born with a permanent scowl.

      It's going to be fine. I can do this.

      I hug Edna when I reach her, because that is also a very Apple Blossom Bay thing to do. Everyone is jolly with affection here, which never appealed to me back when I lived in Chicago. But now that I’m here, I find I don’t mind the lavish nature of their affection one bit.

      “Thanks for this, Edna. Really. If you hadn’t forced me here, I wouldn’t even try.”

      “Try what?” the woman beside Edna asks. She flicks back a gray curl from her rounded face.

      “Swimming,” I admit. “I don’t know how to swim, so Edna was gracious enough to offer me a lesson.”

      The woman scoffs. “I’m Gertrude. You’re Emily’s niece. The new girl. Hannah. You took Hank’s boat, yet you don’t know how to swim?”

      I swallow hard at the irony with which I still have not been able to make peace. “I inherited Hank’s boat, yes.”

      Gertrude eyes me as if I showed up to a formal dinner with a squid atop my head. “Utter waste. That boat’s a beauty. You should sell it to me. I’d give you a fair price.”

      I wasn’t expecting to confront anyone other than the waves this morning, so I scramble for the right words. “Out of respect for Hank, I’m going to keep the boat. He wanted it to be used to take Honey out on the ocean, so I’m going to learn how to do that.”

      The woman grumbles several unfriendly half-sentences in response.

      Edna motions to her friend with a hint of impatience on her usually cheery face. “Have you met Gertrude? She goes for morning walks on the beach sometimes, spreading her sunshine wherever she goes.”

      I offer my hand for her to shake, but she sniffs at me and turns, walking away across the sand.

      My stomach drops. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. Gertrude is right. I have no right owning a boat like Hank’s. I don’t even know how to swim!”

      Edna beams at me, her bony arms squeezing me tight before she pulls back to get a good look at me. “We’re going to have fun, alright? It’s not as scary as you’re thinking. Ignore Gertrude. She’s always bent out of shape about something.”

      I keep my expression light even as the panicked truth spills out of me in a gust. “We’re going to have fun out there? Really? Because my nightmares last night were torn between me drowning, and me being eaten by a shark, then drowning.”

      Edna chuckles at my anxiety. “Eaten by a shark? That hardly ever happens.”

      I balk at her, screeching a scared, “What?”

      Edna pats my back, motioning to the water. “Let’s get in. The waves will do the rest.”

      Easy for her to say. The ocean is Edna’s happy place. It makes her come alive when she’s down and clears her mind when she needs a meditative moment.

      There are several boats out on the water, far away from the spots marked for swimming. “There are more boats today than usual,” I comment. “Any reason?”

      Edna motions to a sign tacked to a post on the dock. “The annual local fishing competition is coming up. They’re all out there practicing. Testing out different baits in different spots of the ocean to see what gives them the best return.” Edna walks out into the water without pause, confident in her awesomeness that nothing will ever be too hard for her.

      I wish I had that belief. Some days, every little thing feels too big for me to tackle. Though, since I adopted Honey and Cricket, those days have been decidedly fewer.

      I unhook their leashes from the carabiner on my belt loop, letting them run free so they can be as wild as they like. They’re well-behaved dogs, and the children of Apple Blossom Bay adore Cricket. Honey is far more reserved, shying away from most people who are not me, but Cricket’s sweet nature gives her the confidence to try new things—just like Cricket’s gregarious smile does for me.

      And now I’m here, about to try something I have failed at every time I’ve attempted it.

      My tank top and shorts drop to the sand beside the towel I’ve had tucked under my arm. I should probably get a new, nicer swimsuit, but this drab pale green one from high school is probably fine.

      That’s the theory, anyway, until I take a step forward and realize that the material is too tight and is wedged firmly between my cheeks.

      That’s more motivation to get into the water, so I can dig the bathing suit out, in hopes it never does that again.

      This is already starting out poorly.

      Edna rests her hands on the water’s surface as she peers to her left. “Hannah, who did you lend your boat to?”

      My nose crinkles as I step into the water, cringing at how cold it is on my ankles. “No one. It’s docked in the spot where it’s always been, right…” But when I turn to the spot where Hank’s boat should be on the other side of the pier, my mouth falls open when the spot is vacant. “That’s where it’s supposed to be, right? Did I get turned around?”

      There are so many boats; perhaps I’m just not seeing it. I still can’t believe it’s mine, so it’s an afterthought when I’m at the beach.

      Edna frowns as she points in the distance. “That’s your boat way out there. Hank’s was always the only black boat. Did you forget to tie it to the dock? It doesn’t look like it’s driving, just drifting with the waves.”

      A panicked squeal sticks in my throat. “How do we get it back? And no, I didn’t forget to tie it up. I haven’t untied it at all! I don’t know how to drive the thing, so the most I’ve done is sit on it, and that was with you, Phyllis, Dorothy, and Aunt Em yesterday.”

      Edna grimaces. “Swimming lessons will have to be postponed today.” She flags down a man I recognize as being one of Hank’s poker buddies, who is an avid fisher. “Dave, we need your boat!” she calls.

      I get out of the water, thankful to have escaped swimming lessons as I tug on my jean shorts. “Hank’s boat is floating out there. Did you see anyone on it?” I ask as I trot toward him on the dock. It looks like he just came back from an afternoon of fishing. I can tell by his expression that he would very much like to go home with his kill. But to his credit, Dave bobs his head and motions for us to follow him onto Erma’s Heart—his boat which he just docked.

      The white vessel is nice with a tinge of a fishy stink to it, which I’m guessing is a good thing if the purpose was to practice for the fishing competition.

      Cricket and Honey are displeased to see me putting distance between myself and them, but I promise them I’ll return soon. I worry the two might jump into the water to follow me, but to their credit, they go back to playing with the children on the shore. Though, I can feel them watching me as Dave wipes his fishy hands on his cargo shorts and restarts the motor to his boat.

      Edna sees no need for shorts or a coverup, but wears her yellow bikini with pride, owning her body without apology.

      Why can’t I do that?

      Dave takes us out on the water, cutting the engine for the moment so he can call to whomever is on my boat that most definitely shouldn’t be. I don’t so much care that someone stole my boat; I care that someone thought Hank’s boat would be up for a joyride, thus disrespecting his memory.

      When no one answers the call, Dave secures his boat to Hank’s with a rope in a move so deft, I scarcely understand how it happened. He secures the lasso over the hook on the front of the boat and anchors it to Erma’s Heart. “If no one’s on that boat, could be that it wasn’t tied securely to the dock, and it just drifted out to sea. Lucky you spotted it when you did, I guess. The waves aren’t too active today, so it’s probably been drifting for a while if it got this far.”

      Dave lectures me on boat safety, but I’m not really listening. I have no plans to ever take Hank’s boat out on my own, so I don’t need to learn the details just yet.

      Dave’s boat moves slowly through the waters, so as not to cause Hank’s vessel to knock into his on the trek back. Though I’ve been on my boat a handful of times since I inherited it, the movements are still unfamiliar to me as Dave motors us to the dock. He parks Erma’s Heart and then jumps out, doing me a favor by bringing Hank’s boat beside his to the dock. “You’ll have to park it properly in a minute, but for now, this’ll do. The person who owns the spot next to mine will be out on the water for a while, so there’s not a huge rush. But each spot belongs to a designate person, so I’ll help you move it once we see what’s what.”

      I turn to Dave, confused. “I thought you said it’s likely the boat just got loose and drifted off to sea. What other explanation could there be?”

      “Pirates,” Edna supplies with a mischievous look to her petite and wiry features.

      It’s not until Dave has both vessels secured to the dock that I venture onto Hank’s boat. It’s sleek and bigger than the others. I am completely undeserving of the gift that came with the adoption of Honey. I can hear my corgi barking from the shore, letting me know that she did not enjoy our short time spent apart.

      My head tilts to the side when I realize that Honey’s barks are joined by a second dog, which sounds far closer to me than the shore.

      I survey the sand for Cricket, catching her playing with a woman, jumping back and forth like a grasshopper for her amusement.

      What a little ham.

      The second bark isn’t coming from any dog I can place. My brows crinkle as I move onto the dock from Erma’s Heart and then step into my black boat, noting the difference a larger vessel makes as far as standing steadier in the water with fewer interruptions from the waves.

      As I walk on the deck, the canine whine gets louder, quickening my steps along with my heart rate.

      My hand goes over my mouth to stifle a squeal when I see a sweet little gray English bulldog wagging his curled little tail and panting at me. “Oh, a stowaway!”

      Edna gasps at the sight, her hands pressed over her heart. “Who is that? Is this our pirate?”

      I chuckle as I kneel, giving the dog a healthy two feet of space, in case he or she doesn’t prefer strangers. “Hi, sweetheart. Are you a pirate? Did you make off with my boat?” I tease the dog who is a little smaller than Honey, but larger than Cricket.

      I open my mouth to ask another sing-song question, but Edna’s scream stiffens my spine. I whirl around to decipher the source of her worry, but see nothing of note near my friend. I follow her line of vision, angling my body forward to examine the source of her worry.

      No words come out of my mouth when I see a bloody hand resting on a spot to the right of the dog on the deck.

      I was supposed to learn how to swim today, but it looks like I’ll be talking to the police instead.
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            Hand and a Bulldog

          

        

      

    

    
      I haven’t left my boat since discovering the severed hand on the deck, along with the dried trail of blood that looks as if the thing was flung there and left to rot for who knows how long.

      I sit on the deck, huddled on the other side of the action, near the front where the controls are positioned, though I have no desire to touch them.

      Honey and Cricket joined me the second they heard Edna’s scream, and they haven’t left my side the entire time. Honey keeps her head ducked under my crooked knees, while Cricket isn’t completely sure anything is wrong, only that a lap is present, which means she can hop onto mine and lick my face.

      Both dogs are aware of the third canine on the boat, but no one has growled or shown signs of aggression, so that’s a bonus. Being that I cannot solve the mystery of how the hand got on my boat, or whose hand it might be, I go about solving the mystery of figuring out to whom this bulldog belongs.

      I keep Honey and Cricket tight to me as I whistle for the bulldog to come closer. “Here, sweetheart. Let me see if you’ve got a tag. I’m sure your parents are missing you a great deal. Such a pretty, shiny coat you’ve got.”

      Though, that could be because she’s a little wet from the spray of the ocean. Who knows how long she’s been out there. I love her wrinkles. I want to pinch them and kiss her exaggerated underbite, but I don’t know if she would allow that.

      The bulldog inches closer, sniffing the ground and the air to get a feel of her surroundings and the newcomers. She’s squat but not small, and round but not portly. The saggy skin on her maw is lighter gray—almost white. She sniffs and snorts, then gives me a conversational bark, which I take to be her telling me her name or giving some sort of pleasant greeting.

      “Hi, baby. Do you want to come here?” I click my fingers a few times, and thankfully, the bulldog closes the gap between us. She allows me to pet her, and even licks my fingers in gratitude, letting me know she is happy to be my friend.

      Cricket sniffs the bulldog, while Honey tucks her body tighter under my bent legs that form a tent over her.

      Sweet little scaredy cat.

      I search the bulldog for signs of a tag, but there doesn’t even seem to be an indent around her neck from where there used to be a collar. Though, she’s so wrinkly, I wonder if a collar would leave noticeable grooves. “Poor little bunny rabbit. What’s your name? Where’s your mommy?” I kiss the dog’s smooshed maw, unable to hold myself back from the cuteness.

      The bulldog climbs over Honey’s rump
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