The Corpse at the Cottage
 
It was big news when Roland Whitney bankrupted his family’s media empire amid rumors of fraud. Now he’s lost their Hamptons estate, and Meg finds herself in the middle of the turmoil. She’s been called in to collect the furnishings used in the streaming mystery show that was filmed there, and she wants nothing more than to finish the job and be done with the troubled family. Then she stumbles upon Whitney’s dead body, the victim of an apparent suicide. 
 
All the evidence suggests that Whitney couldn’t live with the shame of his downfall and took his own life. But Meg is convinced the suicide was staged, and as she begins looking into the secretive family, she discovers bitter conflicts and a history of resentment for the victim. With each of them a suspect and tension growing over who stands to inherit the little remaining wealth, Meg realizes too late that if money’s behind the murder, she may end up paying the biggest price of all . . . 
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Chapter 1
 
I nearly choked on my crustless cucumber sandwich when Annabelle, my best friend Elle’s elderly neighbor, said, “Meg, I don’t usually dabble in the dark arts, but I’m afraid I see death in your near future.”
Elle, Annabelle and I were having high tea in Elle’s newly refurbished glass conservatory at her Montauk estate, Heron’s Roost.
Cocooned by potted tropical plants, I inhaled the moist lavender-tea-scented air, trying to come up with a response to Annabelle’s zinger. Annabelle was a self-proclaimed green witch. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for green witchery—using herbs and flowers for their healing powers. In fact, just a couple weeks ago, thanks to one of Annabelle’s poultices, I’d gotten through a mid-April cold in only two days.
Before I could answer Annabelle’s searching gaze, Elle beat me to it. “Oh, my dear Annabelle, my buddy Meg has had so many brushes with death, I could’ve predicted the same thing. But unlike you, I don’t have a psychic bone in my body. Although, I have studied the art of dissecting dreams and nightmares for their meanings.”
“That’s an art, is it?” I said, shooting my traitorous friend a dirty look. “Annabelle, this smells heavenly. What else do I detect? Mint and—”
“In fact,” Elle interrupted, “I’m surprised Meg’s gone this long without being embroiled in some kind of murder investigation. How long has it been? Six months? Probably less.” Turning to Annabelle, she said, “You don’t know the half of it. Meg’s a murder magnet.”
“And you’re not?” I said to Elle, swiping the last scone from the Limoges plate in the center of the wrought-iron table. “I seem to remember you being at my side for each and every murder.”
“Never again,” Elle said, patting her pregnant belly. “You’ll have to fly solo for your next brush with death.”
Annabelle raised a white peaked eyebrow, then narrowed her faded gray eyes in my direction. “Is that true, dear? Well, that’s a relief. At least we know it isn’t your death we have to worry about, but someone else’s.” Annabelle put her hand in front of her mouth. “Oops. That didn’t sound right.”
The late April showers bombarding the glass ceiling of the conservatory made it hard for my hearing aids to pick up Annabelle’s low, singsong voice. “For the record, I’m not a psychic. Just a plain ole earth-loving green witch.”
“Which makes your comment even more disturbing,” Elle said.
“You’re right, Elle,” Annabelle said, her voice filled with concern. “All this bad juju surrounding Meg is something we must take seriously. Seeing your hubby is the chief of the East Hampton Town Police Department, I’d think he’d be the one surrounded by death, not sweet, adorable Meg.”
“As for Arthur handling murder investigations,” Elle said, sending me dagger eyes, “I don’t think he’s had one case that Meg hasn’t been involved in.”
“You’re exaggerating.” Though I knew she wasn’t.
“Megan Elizabeth Barrett, I’m not! You’ve even been involved in a couple murders that weren’t in my husband’s jurisdiction. And speaking of Arthur, don’t forget, when he leaves for his forensic conference in Albany, you’ll be staying here. You promised to help wallpaper the baby’s room.”
“I haven’t forgotten. No worries,” I said. “Auntie Meg to the rescue. I’d never let you down.” I still couldn’t believe I was going to be an aunt—even if in name only. Being an only child, I didn’t have much experience with babies. Babysitting had never been my thing. Instead, to earn extra money, I’d go with my mother on thrift store and estate sale treasure hunts. She’d let me pick a few things to fix up, then I’d keep the profit when it sold in her Detroit antiques shop, Past Perfect.
“I know you wouldn’t.” Elle blew me an exaggerated Marilyn Monroe–style kiss.
I blew her one back. “After you’re tucked in bed, I can work on the design renderings for my new clients, the Mulligans.”
Elle explained to Annabelle about my one-woman Hamptons interior design business, Cottages by the Sea, and how I liked to use vintage and antique elements in my clients’ cottages.
After Annabelle plunked a slice of lemon in her tea, she said, “I’d love for both of you to come over to my cottage. Help me get rid of a few things. Forty years ago, when I moved out of Heron’s Roost—love the new name by the way—I took a lot of the smaller antiques and furniture and stuffed them into the loft and two extra bedrooms in my cottage. My humble little abode.”
“Not that humble,” I said. “I’ve only seen the stone cottage from the outside, but it’s about four times bigger than my cottage.”
“I do love it,” Annabelle said, “but it seems Bridget, my great-niece, thinks I need an intervention. You see, I have an exceptionally hard time parting with things. They all tell such wonderful stories.”
“I can relate to what you’re saying,” I said. “I have a few tricks I use in my clients’ cottages that I can show you. You won’t need to call in a team from Hoarders. It will be Elle and me to your rescue.”
“Hoarders?” Annabelle repeated.
I smiled. “It’s a television show where friends and relatives stage an intervention for their hoarding loved one, then a professional comes in to help the homeowner organize their clutter.”
Elle gave me the side-eye. “Annabelle, your cottage is charming. It’s nowhere near what Meg’s talking about.”
“Thank you, Elle,” she said, glancing toward the floor-to-ceiling window. “But I wouldn’t mind help clearing out a few things. Then I could invite you two lovely ladies over for tea. I’d especially like to get rid of my haunted antique sideboard.”
“I’d love to take a look at it,” I said, salivating at the thought.
“Haunted!” Elle’s large chocolate brown eyes grew as big as the saucer under her teacup.
“A story for another time,” Annabelle said. “I think I’ll just stick it outside during the next gibbon moon. That should do the trick.”
“If that doesn’t work,” I said, “I’m sure Elle and I can find a place for it.”
Elle frowned. “No, thanks. I don’t want a haunted sideboard.”
I kicked her under the table.
Annabelle smiled. “I do love living here. Especially having you as my neighbor, Elle. I’m so happy you’ve restored my old family estate back to its original splendor. When I walk in the door, I expect to smell my Nana’s cooking. I couldn’t have sold it to a better couple than you and Arthur.”
“Aww, shucks,” Elle said. “Right back at you. It was certainly a labor of love. Now that the attic’s empty, I envision a playroom for Junior.”
“Sorry about the bats,” Annabelle said. “I’ve never been bothered by those cute mosquito-eating creatures. Happy you had them relocated.”
“You and me both,” Elle said, scrunching her freckled nose.
Elle and I were the same age, but with Elle’s no-makeup fresh face and pixie haircut, she looked younger. She was having her first baby at thirty-five. Seeing we were the same age, it had me wondering when and if I would ever have children. “I suggest we tackle the playroom idea after the baby arrives,” I said. “But I’d love to go through all the stuff in Annabelle’s loft. It’s my kind of project.”
Elle grinned. “You mean our kind of project.”
“I stand corrected.”
“Elle, when you’re ready to tackle your attic/playroom,” Annabelle said with a mischievous glint in her gray eyes, “I’d be happy to bring my cleaning supplies to help. Although, when it comes to cleaning supplies, you might be surprised. I’ll need to round up a couple sage bundles and pillars of salt for each corner of the attic, then I’ll weave us necklaces made from protective dried herbs and flowers, including chrysanthemum and rosemary. And finally, dust them with cinnamon.”
“Cinnamon?” I repeated.
Elle gave me a dirty look. “Thank you, Annabelle. You’ve put my mind at rest. I’m not really a superstitious soul—”
I rolled my eyes.
“No worries, dear. It couldn’t hurt to clear the attic of any of my ancestors’ spirits. A playful lot. But there’s nothing in the Willis family tree to cause concern. Well, almost nothing . . .”
Elle’s eyes grew wide.
Annabelle grinned. “I’m just kidding. Perhaps we should change the subject. Meg, Elle’s told me a little about Mr. & Mrs. Winslow, the TV series you two are working on. She’s also told me about Patrick Seaton, your talented author boyfriend. I’ve seen his thrillers on the bestseller rack at the Old Man and the Sea Books. Am I correct that you won’t be needing any of my love potions in the near future?”
Elle laughed. “No, she won’t. Patrick not only writes books, he’s also the screenwriter for Mr. & Mrs. Winslow.”
Mr. & Mrs. Winslow was the title of an early 1940s streaming murder mystery series. Elle and I worked as part-time assistants to the set decorator, Felicity. One of the many perks of being a part of production was that Elle and I got to do what we loved, scouring Long Island for one-of-a-kind antique furniture and props.
“Elle, from what you’ve told me,” Annabelle said, “the premise of Mr. & Mrs. Winslow reminds me of the old Thin Man movies with Myrna Loy and William Powell. I remember my parents loving those movies.”
“Yes,” Elle said. “The series is definitely an ode to The Thin Man and similar noir movies like The Maltese Falcon and The Big Sleep. The show follows in the tradition of Dashiell Hammett’s books. Our series features a wisecracking, madly-in-love husband-and-wife detecting team, private eye Jack Winslow and newlywed Lara—Jack’s former gal Friday at the East Side Detective Agency. Season one’s main storyline was that Jack inherits a fortune from his great-uncle. The couple then move to the Hamptons and find themselves solving murders committed by the area’s high-society elite.”
I wanted to get back to the idea of exploring Annabelle’s cluttered cottage, so I said, “When we get home from Windy Willows, maybe we can take a look at your cottage.”
Annabelle raised an eyebrow. “Windy Willows?”
“That’s where we filmed season one of Mrs. & Mrs. Winslow,” Elle answered. “When the show’s producer rented the Bridgehampton estate, he planned on staying for season two, but that didn’t happen because the bank holding the homeowner’s mortgage foreclosed without warning.” Elle took a sip of tea, then set her cup onto her saucer. “Meg and I are in the process of inventorying the furniture and boxing up the props from last season. The moving van arrives in two weeks to cart everything to Brooklyn for storage. Then we’ll meet the crew at the new location, the Shorehaven estate in East Hampton.”
“Yippee!” I said, raising my hand to give Elle a high five.
“Why yippee?” Annabelle asked, looking from me to Elle.
“Let me explain.” Elle glanced at me for the go-ahead.
I nodded my head.
“Meg’s thrilled we’re changing our set location, so she doesn’t have to bump into the Whitneys. The owners of Windy Willows.”
“Former owners,” I added.
“What’s so bad about these Whitneys?” Annabelle asked.
“What’s so good about them,” I murmured under my breath.
Elle leaned closer to Annabelle. “Let’s see if I can give you a quick recap. Do you know who Roland Whitney is?”
“The media mogul?”
“Yes,” Elle answered. “The CEO of Whitney Publications.”
“Former media mogul,” I said.
“Let me finish. So once upon a time, Meg worked at American Home and Garden magazine. In fact, that’s where Meg and I first met. Before moving to Sag Harbor, I was antiques and collectibles editor. Meg was editor in chief.”
“Yes, you abandoned me,” I said.
Elle smiled. “I didn’t abandon you. Don’t listen to her, Annabelle. I left the magazine after Auntie Mabel passed and I took over her collectibles shop. Back to Meg’s connection to Windy Willows. Are you ready for it—”
My turn to roll my eyes. “I thought you said a quick recap?”
“So Meg got engaged to Michael, who also worked at the magazine. One day—”
“Geez,” I said, “spit it out.”
“Meg found her fiancé in a delicate situation with his ex-wife, who just happened to be Roland Whitney’s daughter, Paige. Immediately after, Meg left a job she loved and moved to Montauk. Best thing that ever happened to me,” Elle said, blowing me a kiss.
“Me, too,” I said.
“Then, Annabelle,” Elle continued, “here comes the kicker. On the first day we arrived on set for filming Mr. & Mrs. Winslow, unbeknownst to Meg, production had rented out Roland Whitney’s summer estate, Windy Willows.”
“That’s why I said yippee. I’m ecstatic I won’t bump into my ex-fiancé, Michael. But most of all, I won’t see Paige, his obnoxious ex/current wife,” I said to Annabelle.
“Paige isn’t a very nice person,” Elle explained.
“Understatement,” I said, thinking of our past confrontations.
“All’s well that ends well,” Annabelle said with smiling eyes. “And Meg, here you are, living in an oceanfront cottage, running your own business, working on a movie set and you happen to be madly in love with a famous writer. You’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.”
“Amen to that,” I said, reaching over and squeezing her hand.
“If you want, I can weave you a protection necklace. I’ll make sure it lasts the two remaining weeks you’re at Windy Willows.”
“Great idea,” Elle said, swiping a half-eaten scone from my plate.
I reached to grab it, but she’d already stuffed it into her mouth. Holding two fingers in the air, she pointed to her stomach, giving me the “eating for two” signal.
“Sure you’re not eating for three?” I asked.
Through a mouthful of crumbs, Elle mumbled. “Ha, ha. I’m sure. Though this peanut’s size is off the charts.”
Annabelle poured more tea into her cup. “Meg, has anyone ever told you, with your blue eyes and blonde hair, you resemble a young Doris Day? I’m so silly. You youngsters probably don’t know who I’m talking about. Doris Day was—”
“Thanks to my great-aunt,” Elle said, “I know who Doris Day was. Auntie Mabel was an assistant to the famous Academy Award–winning costume designer Edith Head. And lucky me, I’ve inherited quite a few of Edith Head’s fashion designs and accessories, including the same outfit Doris Day wore in Hitchcock’s The Man Who Knew Too Much. A silk boucle suit, pillbox hat and Schiaparelli jewelry. The outfit was once on loan for the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Met Gala. The gala had a 1960s theme.”
“How fabulous,” Annabelle said. “Remind me to introduce you to my great-niece. Bridget could be your protégé. She’s obsessed with vintage fashion. Ever since she was small, she’s been raiding my closet for what she calls my bohemian wardrobe.”
I looked at Annabelle. Her small frame was engulfed in a flowy earth-tone maxi dress and long granny-square vest. Waist-length white hair was held back with a braid on either side of her head. She wore feather earrings and a leather-corded necklace with a pendant that reminded me of a Native American dreamcatcher. On her feet were a pair of worn leather Birkenstocks. I could picture her, hopping into a vintage Volkswagen bus, then heading off for a Woodstock revival at Yasgur’s farm.
Elle grinned from ear to ear. “I’d love to have Bridget as a protégé! Send her over. I’ve tried to get Meg interested in vintage clothing, but she prefers to focus more on vintage home décor.”
“Wonderful,” Annabelle said. “In fact, Bridget just put down a deposit for a booth at the next Hampton Flea. It will be her first time as a vendor. I know she’s super nervous and could use some pointers.”
“Oh, Hampton Flea is a wonderful place to sell vintage designer clothing. Meg and I will help her set up,” Elle said. “I’ll also send her to Mabel and Elle’s Curiosities. Maurice would love to give Bridget a few tips on styling vintage clothing and accessories.”
“She’d love that,” Annabelle said. “I think of her as an old soul. She reminds me so much of my dear departed sister.”
“I have a great idea,” Elle said. “Let’s have a girls’ vintage movie night. We’ll include Bridget. For the first movie, let’s watch The Man Who Knew Too Much. I’ll let Bridget peek in my closet to see the Doris Day outfit. Or maybe we can get Meg to model it.”
“Oh, that would be so much fun,” Annabelle said, clapping her small, delicate hands. “But I don’t own a television. I prefer books, records and spending all my time in nature. We’ll have to watch the movie on one of your gals’ VCRs.”
Elle and I exchanged smiles over Annabelle’s mention of the old-school video recorder.
“I hope the movie’s not as terrifying as The Birds. It’s the only Hitchcock movie I’ve watched. It scared the willies out of me.”
Wasn’t she just talking about ghosts?
I patted her hand. “On the Hitchcock scariness scale, The Man Who Knew Too Much would garner a four out of ten.”
“At my age, I suppose it’s time I try another Hitchcock film. Especially if Doris Day is in it. I was more of a fan of her romantic comedies and her stable of handsome leading men.”
“James Stewart is her costar in The Man Who Knew Too Much,” Elle said.
“Then there was Rock Hudson,” Annabelle added with a starry-eyed gaze. “Rod Taylor, David Niven, Clark Gable, and James Cagney, though I wouldn’t say Cagney was as handsome as the rest, but a terrific actor. Am I forgetting anyone?”
“Yes,” I piped in, “James Garner. Loved him. My father and I used to bond over reruns of the TV detective series The Rockford Files.”
Elle turned to Annabelle. “Meg’s father just moved to Montauk. Jeff’s a retired Detroit PD homicide detective. Now that he’s here full-time, he and my hubby can keep Meg on the straight and narrow. Especially if your vision comes true.”
“Please, I don’t need looking after,” I said.
As if Mother Nature disagreed with my statement, lightning cut the sky and thunder rattled the conservatory’s metal frame. A branch came hurtling toward the floor-to-ceiling window, hitting the glass with such impact, the three of us jumped like we’d been tased.
“Hope that wasn’t a sign,” Elle groaned. “What do you think, Annabelle?”
Annabelle wasn’t paying attention. She was looking out the conservatory window. “Do you see him or her?” she asked, her tanned, weathered face suddenly drained of color.
Elle and I followed her gaze.
Rain sluiced the glass, blurring pink azaleas and blue hydrangeas into an impressionist painting.
“There,” Annabelle said, pointing to the line of pine trees dividing Elle’s property from hers. “Do you see that dark figure on the far side of the arbor?”
“You two stay here,” I said. “I’ll check it out.” I pushed back my chair, not an easy feat because it was made from heavy wrought iron, stood, then bolted for the door.
Once outside, I ran to where Annabelle thought she saw someone, and I had too.
Phew!
When I arrived at the arbor, I was happy to see that instead of some threatening grim reaper, a Japanese cherry tree’s branches where waving back and forth at a frenetic pace. It must’ve been the talk of Hitchcock and death that fertilized our brains into thinking someone was creeping around in the storm.
Little did I know that indeed, death would soon come knocking.
Just not at Heron’s Roost . . .

Chapter 2
 
Thursday morning, just after daybreak, Patrick and his rescued greyhound, Charley, showed up at my cottage door.
Over coffee and fresh-baked almond croissants from Patrick’s oven, not mine, we talked about the success of his newly published book. Patrick had just returned from a monthlong U.S. book tour promoting his latest thriller, Broken Codes. It still took me off guard that the same man who wrote light comedy screenplays for Mr. & Mrs. Winslow could also turn out dark, twisty thrillers that topped the charts here and abroad. Tuesday had been Patrick’s book signing at Manhattan’s iconic Mysterious Bookshop. I’d been on hand to help keep the lines moving. But I hadn’t just been there to help his publicist, Ashley. I’d also been there as his supportive girlfriend.
In literary circles, Patrick had a reputation for being a recluse, shying away from the limelight. All for a good reason. Four years ago, his wife and young daughter had been killed in a car accident involving a drunk driver. It had been two years since the first time I saw his melancholy figure combing the shoreline in front of my cottage. It took another year before we started dating, and we were now in a committed relationship. Patrick still had occasional dark spells, but he’d become more open and willing to share his feelings. I knew the grief process took time. Time I was more than willing to give him.
“Yum, these croissants are delish,” I said. “How do you get the perfect amount of almond paste inside?”
“A chef doesn’t reveal his secrets,” he said with a smile that reached his gorgeous blue-green eyes.
“Not like you’re worried I might copy the recipe,” I said with a laugh.
He grinned. “Truer words have never been spoken. So, how did your tea party with Elle’s witch neighbor go?”
“Green witch,” I said. “Apparently there’s a big difference between a green witch and a regular witch.” Then I told him about Annabelle’s warning.
Patrick raised a perfectly arched eyebrow and said, “I’ve never known you to be superstitious. Although”—he sighed and leaned closer—“with your track record, it’s not a bad idea to err on the side of caution. Keep”—he kissed my nose—“your cute little nose out of things. After my book signing tonight at Hampton Books and tomorrow’s finale at the Old Man and the Sea Books, I’ll be free to keep tabs on you.”
I fluttered my eyelashes. “Is that so, Mr. Seaton?”
“It is so, Ms. Barrett,” he said, getting up from the love seat. “But now, I need to get back to looking over my notes for tonight’s event and give Charley a well-deserved bath. Hey, where’s Jo, she usually comes to greet Charley?”
“She’s upstairs, pouting.”
“She didn’t go for the new brand of cat food your vet recommended?”
“You got it. Jo doesn’t like change. I had to be tough, so I gave her ten minutes to eat, then covered her bowl and hid it away. Don’t look at me like that,” I said, laughing. “I’m not being mean. If she doesn’t lose three pounds before her next vet visit, I’m going to have to cut her down to one meal a day. All that blubber is too much stress on her heart.”
“Speak of the devil,” Patrick said, pointing to the landing at the top of the stairs. “She just heard every word you said, and she doesn’t look happy.”
“Jo never looks happy unless it’s after a meal or she’s destroyed something of mine she shouldn’t have—like that shawl I crocheted. Took me all winter to finish. It took her two seconds to destroy.” I caught Jo’s eye, she only had one, and said, “Yes, I’m talking about you, Missy. Come say hi to Charley before she leaves.”
I could tell she was thinking about it, but instead, to punish me, she turned tail and disappeared into my bedroom.
“See,” I said, “she’s not a happy camper.”
Patrick stepped toward the French doors leading out to my deck. “I admire her. She stands her ground.”
“That’s for sure.” I said, following him.
I opened the door and he gave me a quick kiss on the lips. “I’ll see you at Hampton Books. Ashley said six sharp. See if you can keep out of trouble till then.”
“Hey, girl, you hear that?” I said to Charley as she passed by. “You need to set your dad straight. We females don’t need looking after.”
Charley shot me a knowing look.
“Charley might not need looking after,” he said. “But you—”
That was when I gave Patrick a light shove on the back and pushed him onto my deck.
Before disappearing down the thirty-two steps leading to my beach, Patrick turned and blew me a kiss.
In response, I’d closed the door, pressed my cute little nose against the glass and stuck out my tongue.
In his defense, I had been in a few sticky situations. Still . . .
After Patrick and sweet pup Charley left, I quickly got dressed, then climbed down to the beach for my daily rain-or-shine walk toward the Montauk Point Lighthouse.
A half hour later I found words of poetry Patrick had etched in the wet sand in front of my cottage. No bird soars too high if he soars with his own wings. W.B.
Patrick and I often played pen pals in the sand. We belonged to a small group called the Dead Poets Society. Once a month, the eight of us would pick a classical poet to focus on and rotate the hosting duties. This month’s poet was William Blake. Hence, Patrick’s quote.
When it came my turn to host, owing mainly to my lack of culinary skills, Patrick would step in for the dinner part of the evening. It certainly paid to have a gourmet home chef as a boyfriend. Like Patrick, my father was also a gourmet. Sadly, in my case the apple fell so far from the tree you needed binoculars to spot it. I did, however, have a green thumb when it came to herbs. A pinch of oregano from the garden could sure spruce up a box of Stovetop Stuffing or a bottle of store-bought marinara sauce.
Thinking about herbs reminded me of green witch Annabelle and her warning about death. Maybe she could give me a tour of her witch’s garden and I could start growing a few dual-purpose herbs of my own . . .

Chapter 3
 
I left my cottage at eight to pick up Elle for our day at Windy Willows. In her current condition, Elle could no longer hop into her vintage aqua pickup or fit her huge belly between the driver’s seat and steering wheel. Five minutes later, I was at the junction of New Montauk Highway and Old Montauk Highway.
“Your choice,” I said to Elle. “Old or New?”
“I usually love the scenic Old Montauk Highway,” Elle said. “But I don’t think all those crests and dips will go well with the huge breakfast my husband insisted I eat. I must include every food group imaginable, when all I’m craving is a cup of rich, dark coffee. I think I miss coffee more than anything else. But a close second would be Patrick’s eggs Benedict.”
“Why can’t you have eggs Benedict?” I asked.
“Arthur thinks I should avoid eggs because of all the foodborne illnesses you can contract from them. Salmonella, for one.”
“I agree. Better to err on the side of caution.”
“Yes, Auntie Meg.”
“Well, you couldn’t have Patrick’s eggs Benedict anyway because he uses salmon and you’ve nixed seafood. I promise, the day after you give birth, I’ll bring you Patrick’s eggs Benedict on a silver platter.”
“Deal.” She reached her arm over the gear shift and we tapped hands.
“You look a little haggard,” Elle said as we headed west toward Amagansett. “Green witch Annabelle’s death warning, I bet,” she said in her know-it-all voice. “Which reminds me, after you left Heron’s Roost yesterday, Annabelle pulled me aside and told me to look out for you.”
“Pshaw. Trust me, being involved in another murder investigation is the last thing on my mind.”
“I know you don’t believe in witchcraft. But this is different. Annabelle’s the real deal. Even Georgia is selling some of her elixirs and healing remedies in the Old Man and the Sea Books.”
I checked myself in the rearview mirror and saw eggplant-colored bags under bloodshot blue eyes. She was right. Usually a full-blown pragmatist, I couldn’t believe Annabelle’s warning had me spooked. I think it had something to do with Elle’s condition. I could handle whatever came my way in the death department—but not with Elle as collateral damage. “No, that’s not why I’m tired,” I lied. “Didn’t get much sleep. Per usual, I woke to you know who kneading my back. Jo’s talons were fully extended, like I was her personal scratching post. Who needs an alarm clock when I have her?”
Elle laughed. “You should buy one of those long body pillows that I cradle at night. In your case, you could put it against your back to keep your feline from mauling you.”
“You underestimate the length of her nails. A piece of plywood might work better.”
It was because of Elle’s husband, Arthur, that I’d adopted my incorrigible one-eyed feline, Jo, short for Josephine. Someone had left her in a beer crate in the lobby of the East Hampton Town Police Station. The officers at the station couldn’t get close to her to find out if she was male or female without losing their own eye, so they made the decision, because of her feistiness, to call her Joe. Elle at the time had just begun dating Arthur and helped me broker a deal that in exchange for some inside info on the murder of Carolyn Spenser, I would adopt Joe/Jo.
Even though Jo was the biggest, fattest, brattiest cat imaginable, I now knew I couldn’t live without her.
When we reached East Hampton, Main Street was quiet. We’d made good time, because it was the off-season. In season, it could take forty minutes to get to Windy Willows from Montauk.
I stayed to the right of Town Pond, which was encircled with lush grass, centuries-old weeping willows and mossy oaks. The pond was also the home of two pristine white swans. After we passed the pond, I said, “Don’t you want to hold your breath? We’re about to pass the cemetery.”
“No, I’m good. Just a stupid superstition.”
I looked over at her. “Well, I’ll be. I agree. As far as cemeteries go, old South End Cemetery is the real deal, filled with tilted slab headstones dating back to the seventeenth century, monuments to East Hampton’s founding fathers and mothers.”
“And even some accused witches.”
“Speaking of witches,” I said, “I’m in love with Annabelle’s stone cottage.”
After our tea party yesterday, Annabelle had invited me to her cottage. Elle had stayed at Heron’s Roost to put up her swollen feet.
“Isn’t her cottage magical,” Elle said as we continued toward Bridgehampton. “It’s right out of a children’s storybook.”
“Hansel and Gretel?”
“Ha, ha. No, Annabelle is a good witch. The only thing she bakes in her oven is rosemary scones.”
“She could use some decluttering advice, but it was not nearly as bad as she’d described. You should’ve seen the attic. Chock-full of vintage goodies.”
“Well, that won’t be happening anytime soon. I’m not stepping on a rickety pull-down ladder. Next time we go, you’ll have to take photos.”
In Bridgehampton, I slowed my woody to let a gaggle of model-type twenty-somethings cross the road. “Uh-oh, why are they here in the off-season?”
“It’s probably because they can’t afford the prices for Hamptons lodging at the height of the season. It’s much cheaper off-season and you’ll still have a good chance of seeing a famous celebrity.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” I said as we took the turnoff to Windy Willows, where sprawling cottage-style mansions hid behind tall privet hedges. When Windy Willows’ gates came into view, Elle said, “Oops. I almost forgot. Annabelle gave me these herbal charm bags.” She pulled out two small muslin drawstring bags from her handbag, then dangled them in front of my nose. “One is for me and the baby’s protection. And this one is for you. Stick it in your handbag.”
I made a face.
“Okay, I’ll do it for you,” she said, grabbing my handbag from the backseat, opening it, then tossing the bag inside.
A few minutes later, as we pulled through the gates of Windy Willows, I glanced to my right.
Pale, blue-gray exhaust was escaping from under the closed door of the old caretaker’s cottage garage.
“What now?” I said to Elle, screeching to a stop and putting the car in Park.
There was a prickling at the back of my neck. Perhaps we would need those protection bags after all.
For some reason, another quote by our dead poet of the month, William Blake, came to mind—My Specter around me night and day, like a wild beast guards my way.
Maybe Annabelle was a fortune-teller?

Chapter 4
 
It had taken all my strength to open the sliding barn door to the garage in the caretaker’s cottage.
Inside, I found two vintage cars with their engines running.
When I reached the old Bentley, Roland Whitney’s lifeless body was inside. I had to reach through the open car window and pull up the old-fashioned lock. Then I carefully opened the door to keep Roland from falling onto the tile floor. Once I had his upper body against the driver’s seat, I felt for a pulse. Not finding one, I tried CPR.
There was no reviving Roland. His face was the same color as the dust that shrouded the old silver Bentley he’d been entombed in.
Feeling lightheaded and ready for a not-so-funny prat fall, I had the presence of mind to take my phone from my jeans pocket and shoot a couple of quick photos. Maybe presence of mind wasn’t the right expression—after witnessing so many crime scenes since moving to the Hamptons, taking a photo seemed second nature.
Before assessing the situation any further, I staggered toward fresh air.
Stepping a couple hundred feet from the building, I grabbed a fence post to steady myself, only to see Michael, my ex-fiancé, galloping toward me from the west garden.
When he reached me he said, “Oh my God, Meg, what’s going on?”
I couldn’t think of what to say, I just nodded toward the caretaker’s cottage.
He looked at it, then back at me. “What’s with the Bentley and Alfa Romeo running? Answer me! What have you done?” Michael put two fingers under my chin and forced me to make eye contact.
Turning my head toward the building, my hearing aids picked up an almost musical hum. The cars’ engines were still sputtering exhaust, including the vintage Bentley with Roland’s, Michael’s father-in-law’s, dead body inside. I’d left everything as I’d found it. Even closing the car door and propping Roland up against the driver’s seat. From experience, I knew not to tamper with a scene involving a dead body.
“I’ve done nothing,” I said defiantly.
I barely recognized Michael. When we dated and after we were engaged, I didn’t remember him ever dressed in casual attire. Back then, he hadn’t owned a single pair of jeans, especially not soiled sweatpants and a sweatshirt. His blonde hair was longer than the last time I saw him. It didn’t look like he’d shaved in days. The word “haggard” came to mind.
Michael put his hands on my shoulders and shook me hard enough to make my teeth rattle. I pushed him away. “Hands off.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean to be so rough. But you look catatonic.”
Taking a step back from him, I removed my phone from my pocket, punched in 911 and explained the situation to the dispatcher.
After I’d hung up, Michael said, “Roland’s dead?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
I nodded my head.
For a second, I thought I saw relief in his gray eyes. “I’m going in there. Whatever you do, don’t let Paige come inside.” Then he sprinted toward the building.
The last thing I wanted was to tell Michael’s wife, Paige, that her father was dead. I shouted, “Don’t go in there. It’s dangerous. Wait for the police.” Of course, he ignored me.
Taking a few dozen deep breaths of cool spring air, I felt calm enough to do a mental recap of what I’d just found. For some reason, my mind went to a scene from one of my favorite old movies, Sabrina. Especially the part where Sabrina, played by Audrey Hepburn, had been so distraught about her unrequited love, she’d attempted a fate like Roland’s. Only hers had been a young woman’s cry for help. I wasn’t so sure what Roland’s was. Perhaps, like Sabrina, Roland thought someone from Dowager House would notice him missing and come to his rescue.
Or, there was another scenario, because of his recent fall from grace in the New York financial world and Hamptons social scene—Roland felt he had no choice but to permanently check out.
Realizing Elle must be freaking out, I hurried toward my woody.
Once inside, I put my shaking hands on the steering wheel. As calmly as possible, I explained to Elle about the Whitney patriarch’s death.
For the next few minutes, we sat in stunned silence as we watched the whole cast from the Whitney family materialize one by one. Socialite Bunny Stoddard Whitney, Roland’s wife; Grace Stoddard, Bunny’s sister; Molly, Grace’s daughter; then, last, but certainly not least, Paige, who was Bunny and Roland’s daughter and Michael’s ex/current wife.
I hadn’t much recent contact with the Whitneys. After our producer told us the property, including the mansion, had been sold, Roland, Bunny, Michael and Paige moved into Dowager House with Grace and Molly. The whole motley crew had been out of sight and out of mind.
Until now.
“Seeing this unfold, I feel like a voyeur,” Elle said, echoing my thoughts as we watched Michael exit the garage and stagger toward his wife with outstretched arms.
I couldn’t read Michael’s lips because his back was to me. But I could read Paige’s. “I don’t believe you. You’re lying. My daddy’s not dead!” He tried to pull her into an embrace. She pounded against his chest, then finally collapsed into his arms. She stayed there for only a few seconds, then shoved him away, nearly sending him to the ground. Before Michael could stop her, she took off for the garage. He followed and they disappeared inside.
“I feel so bad for her,” Elle said. “No one deserves to see their father like that.”
“She’s got Michael.”
Elle turned
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