
  
    [image: Cape Hope Mysteries Box Set 1]
  


  
    
      Cape Hope Mysteries Box Set 1

      Books 1-3

    

    
      
        Winnie Reed

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        
          Stiff in the Sand

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            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

          

        

      

      
        
          Corpse in a Crate

        

        
          
            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

          

        

      

      
        
          Cadaver at the Con

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            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

          

        

      

      
        Excerpt: Cape Hope Capers

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Winnie Reed

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stiff in the Sand

          

          Cape Hope Mysteries Book One

        

      

    

    
      New jobs can be murder…

      

      At least, that’s what it seems like to Emma Harmon of Cape Hope. She’s got a new job blogging about food and she’s super-thrilled to be traveling to a new resort to sample the fare and meet local celebrities. One of who is First-Kiss-Robbie. The first boy to kiss her, he’s a famous chef now.

      

      She finds out her photographer is a hot guy with a major chip on his shoulder. More like an iceberg, considering the way Deke treats her.

      

      She’s not so thrilled when she discovers a body in the sand dunes. One with a knife sticking out of him. A chef knife. Robbie’s chef knife.

      

      She’s even less thrilled when she makes the mistake of handling the knife.

      

      Now, she’s under suspicion and Detective McHottie’s got his eye on her—and not in a good way.

      

      Can she find the real killer before she becomes his target?
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      The thing about living in a Quaint-with-a-capital-Q beachfront town was the assumptions people made. Figuring life lived by the beach in a town filled with adorable gingerbread-style Victorian homes must be nothing but fun and sun all year long.

      People made plenty of assumptions, most of which were eye-roll-worthy. No, my life was not chock-full of charm and romance, no matter how beautiful the area in which I’d grown up. And it was beautiful, no doubt. In no way did I take for granted the stunning architecture, the history, the colorful characters who could afford to live in some of those stunning homes.

      Because let’s face it, people with that sort of money could afford to be colorful, too. The rest of us would just be called kooks if we walked around the way they did.

      Another assumption, growing up working in my mother’s café made me the luckiest kid in the entire world. Because how hard could it be to run a café and chat up the customers, right?

      Wrong. Very wrong. Even years later, long after I’d stopped doing anything more than filling in on the occasional day when Mom didn’t feel up to working—which was an extremely rare occurrence—I couldn’t sleep past five in the morning. Waking up early became a habit deeply ingrained in my psyche, one which tended to irk the living daylights out of my boyfriend.

      Or, ex-boyfriend. Speaking of assumptions, I had assumed he would be faithful to me and only me.

      Hadn’t I learned by then that it was no good to assume things? That just because something looked a certain way didn’t make it so? Just because Landon was perfect on the surface—like a three-layer sour cream chocolate cake with whipped ganache frosting, tall and majestic and tempting—didn’t mean he wasn’t dry and crumbly on the inside.

      The one thing a sour cream chocolate cake was not supposed to be.

      The one thing a live-in, practically-ready-to-pop the question boyfriend wasn’t supposed to be. Unfaithful, that is. Not dry and crumbly.

      I was never great with analogies.

      And that was unfortunate, seeing as how my new job would require me to come up with a few clever turns of phrase.

      “It’ll be just like writing your blog,” my sister assured me, sitting down with a pair of blueberry muffins at a table by the window looking out over Main Street. “Just, you know. With more words.”

      I picked at one of the plump blueberries and popped it in my mouth, savoring the sweetness as it burst open. Mom always made a point of using the highest-quality ingredients, and the many blueberry farms within driving distance of town made these particular muffins my favorite of all her baked goods.

      I’d mixed them up and baked them enough times to know the process by heart. I might even have been able to pull it off while blindfolded. The trick was tossing the berries in flour before gently stirring them into the batter. This helped them stay uniformly distributed throughout the final product rather than sinking to the bottom of the muffin cups.

      “Yeah. More words. You’re a genius, Darce.” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at my well-meaning but somewhat clueless sister. What would she think if I told her there was nothing to running a bookstore but keeping the books dusted and making sure people paid before leaving?

      Darcy eyed me over the rim of her coffee cup, the steam fogging up her glasses. Behind those glasses was a pair of kind, knowing, sky-blue eyes I had always envied. Mine tended to vary between gray and light blue depending on what I wore.

      Hence my penchant for blue clothing.

      “It’s just that I didn’t need a blow to my ego right now,” I reminded her. Two years older and every ounce the big sister, I had been coming to her with my problems for as long as I had them. Granted, this was a lot weightier than complaining about the boy down the street who stole my favorite Barbie and wouldn’t give her back.

      I doubted I could send Darcy after Landon to beat him up. No matter how much I wanted to. And it wasn’t like she could hand me back my bruised, broken heart, either, which was what he’d stolen. Along with my trust and three years of my life.

      “Three years when you could’ve been working on grandchildren for me.” It was like the woman read my mind. Sylvia Harmon—she hadn’t changed her name back after the divorce from Dad, since her name was connected with everything café-related—breezed in from the back with a tray of fresh scones. “He took that opportunity away from me, the philanderer.”

      “Mom.” I folded my hands, pleading. “Tell me you don’t randomly talk about my personal issues with customers. Please, I beg you.” The café wasn’t open yet and wouldn’t be for another ten minutes, so at least nobody but the three of us had heard that little quip.

      “Me?” Her eyes widened, reminding me of an owl. Which was how I knew she had, in fact, told the entire town my personal business the minute I’d called after kicking that no-good jerkface out of what used to be our apartment.

      “Wonderful.” I sighed. It had been two weeks since I’d returned home after filling in for Darcy at the bookstore which adjoined the café to find my would-be fiancé—I’d been so sure a proposal was coming up, I wanted to smack myself for being that naïve—entertaining a girl from his office. In our bed.

      News could spread pretty far in three weeks. Heck, it could spread in a day in a town as close-knit as Cape Hope. Especially when one of the parties involved was the daughter of two of the town’s most beloved personalities.

      The other personality being my father. Detective George Harmon, one of the town’s finest, somebody who’d devoted his life to keeping everybody safe. I wished one assumption were true, that when a girl had a cop for a father, he would do mean, horrible, terrible things to any fool who decided to cheat on her.

      “Maybe taking a job which involves travel isn’t the best idea for you right now,” Mom mused from behind the counter. “You need to be close to home at a time like this, Emma.”

      Darcy and I exchanged a glance. She knew how I felt about this.

      The fact was, before Landon’s roll in the hay with his bimbo coworker, I’d been considering turning down the chance at working for Haute Cuisine, a publisher with magazines and online publications based all over the country. They published pieces about new restaurants, food trends, up-and-coming chefs and hot spots from coast to coast, along with the typical recipes, kitchen product reviews, and other food-related articles.

      In other words, I’d been reading their work since I was old enough to grab Mom’s discarded magazines from the coffee table and make sense of what the pictures meant.

      The job came with travel, which when I thought I was on the verge of getting engaged was a no-no. I couldn’t have imagined being without that creep. No wonder he’d urged me to take it. More time without my hanging around, messing up his fun.

      Now? The thought of not being out of town and away from him and his new girlfriend turned my stomach. I couldn’t stand that kind of humiliation.

      But considering the fact that my mom hung around Cape Hope after Dad started dating somebody closer to my age than Mom’s… It was best to keep my thoughts to myself.

      “The first assignment is practically right up the road,” Darcy reminded her, stepping in before I had the chance to embarrass myself or our mother. “Remember? The resort they’re opening in Paradise City. The one Robbie’s Executive Chef for.”

      “Of course!” At the mention of Robbie Klein, her beloved former apprentice, Mom’s face lit up. “Sweet Robbie. Please, give him my love. I can’t wait to take the drive up there someday soon and see how far he’s come.”

      “I’ll let him know,” I promised, glad my sister’s deft engineering had turned the conversation toward more pleasant things. When Marsha, my new editor, had offered me the task of covering the resort opening I’d jumped at the chance. Writing about Robbie’s food would be a pleasure, since he’d been wowing me in the kitchen since we were teenagers.

      Including the one time we smooched in the walk-in, but nobody needed to know about that besides the two of us. That was a wow-worthy experience.

      “I bet your editor loved the personal angle you can bring to the piece,” Darcy observed, standing and brushing crumbs from herself and the table before taking her plate and cup to the counter.

      “Uh, I didn’t tell her about the personal angle,” I confessed, twirling a strand of hair around my finger and trying to look innocent. We all shared the same shade of honey-blonde, all the Harmon girls.

      “Why not?”

      “I was afraid she’d take the job away if she knew. I’m supposed to be objective. And honestly, it’s the perfect first assignment to get my feet wet. Not thirty minutes up the road, writing about a friend in an area I’m already familiar with. I didn’t want to lose the chance.” I blinked. “Do you think I was wrong?”

      The thing about having a sister like Darcy was knowing I never had to think very much over the right or wrong of anything. She would tell me, sure enough.

      “Not super wrong,” she decided. “But marginally.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered before taking a huge bite of muffin. Nothing like sugary carbs when I was unsure of myself.

      Darcy hurried next door to finish prepping First Edition, the bookstore she’d owned for the last two years, for the morning’s customers. Having a bakery/café and bookstore sitting side-by-side made all the sense in the world. Her patrons would often bring their new books into Sweet Nothings, and so long as they promised not to spill all over the place, my sister allowed paper coffee cups into the store.

      Only once had anybody tripped and sploshed coffee all over a row of books, and they’d been gracious enough to purchase each damaged copy. Somebody out there owned a dozen copies of the same pulpy murder mystery. Lucky them.

      “I could use a little help back here this morning,” Mom prompted. “You know how it is. Everybody likes to get the last day of the work week moving with a caffeinated treat.”

      My smile was tight. “Mom. You know I normally would, but I’m sure everybody knows by now. I don’t think I can face the whole town or even part of the town this morning.”

      “What? Nobody knows anything, sweetheart.” My mother, sweet lying soul she was, made a sign of the cross over her chest. “If they do, they didn’t hear it from me.”

      I was almost sure nothing could be further from the truth.
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      “Emma! Back from the dead, I see.” Mr. Hutchins, old ladies’ man that he was, dropped me a wink as he slapped his newspaper on the counter hard enough to make me twitch. He had a habit of doing that. I was pretty sure it had to do with failing hearing and not realizing how loud he was.

      “Rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated.” I handed over a cup of coffee. Black, strong, nothing fancy or foamy for an old Marine who informed anybody who’d listen that he still walked five miles a day.

      He looked me up and down, clicking his tongue in mock dismay. “Don’t know what was wrong with that boy’s noggin,” he muttered mournfully.

      I was going to kill my mother.

      I pretended not to know what he was talking about, then encouraged the next customer to step forward. If it wasn’t for Mr. Hutchins’ broad shoulders, I would’ve seen Mrs. Merriweather’s impressive confection of a hat and known she was next.

      I had to hand it to her. The lady had style. Her husband had served on the city council for decades before being voted mayor. Gertie Merriweather had been trying to raise money for a statue in his honor ever since his passing a year earlier.

      “How’s the statue fund going?” I asked, pulling out a sheet of waxed paper so I could fetch her customary blueberry muffin. I could vouch for their goodness.

      “Better every day!” She was maybe the most optimistic person I’d ever known, and her hats reflected that optimism. Today’s was a doozy: straw, wide-brimmed, wrapped in butter-yellow tulle which hung down in a veil in the back. On the crown was perched a bluebird nestled in silk daffodils and bluebells.

      “That’s good to hear.” I rang her up and handed her the change, which she generously dropped into the tip jar.

      “I was so sorry to learn of your unfortunate situation with that Landon fellow,” she whispered loud enough to be heard down the street. “I hiss at him whenever I see him on the street.”

      “Oh, please. You don’t have to do that.” But she was already chatting with Mom, who was in the process of wiping down one of the pastel-colored tables.

      “I told her,” Mom said like I wasn’t listening, “with this new job of hers and all the travel she’ll be doing, there’s bound to be a new man in her future.”

      That was roughly the point where I wanted to die. Maybe I’d find a previously undiscovered hole in the floor and fall in and never come out. “I thought you weren’t telling anybody my private business,” I called out in a singsong voice when Mom walked past with a dishpan filled with plates and cups.

      She only waved a hand. “Oh, Gertie doesn’t count. She’s practically family.”

      That was the problem. In a town where Mom’s café had been the central point of gossip for a quarter century, everybody was family. At least it seemed more people than not were on Team Emma.

      I hadn’t even known until that morning that there was a Team Emma.

      When the morning rush had calmed to a slow trickle of folks wandering in and out, I removed my apron. “I’d better head home. I have to get ready for tonight. I don’t even know what I’m going to wear.” Was anything in my closet worthy of the grand opening of a new resort?

      Mom eyed me up and down. “Be sure to look your best, no matter what you end up in.”

      “Gee, thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I’m just saying, you never know the sort of men who attend these events…”

      “Mom. Please. I just got the bleeding to stop not that long ago. Give my heart a little time to heal now, okay?” I kissed her cheek, taking in a blend of scents I would always associate with her: powdered sugar, coffee, chocolate, vanilla. If anybody ever made a perfume out of that combination I’d buy stock in the company.

      She meant well, all of her digging into my personal life. Complaints about grandchildren aside, it hurt her to know I’d been hurt. Maybe because she understood better than most what it meant to hand so much of her life over to somebody and have that investment of time and trust turn out badly.

      Through it all, she was a hopeless romantic. I couldn’t help but respect her refusal to give up on love.

      Main Street was its usual splash of color on an otherwise gray day, the shops and art galleries lining both sides of the thoroughfare showing off their striped awnings and lush potted plants out front. I hoped the weather would hold out for the opening of the resort—from the conceptual art I’d already studied in prep for the night, I knew there was a huge outdoor space which overlooked the beach. It would’ve been a waste to not have it decorated and ready to be enjoyed on opening night.

      But what did I know? This was my first assignment.

      Assignment. Like the journalist I was always supposed to be. At least, according to the degree I was still paying off. It sounded so official. I had an assignment.

      I had a job, full-stop. Finally, something my parents could agree on; how important it was for me to have a real job. Blogging wasn’t a real job to either of them, even if it had provided comfortably enough for me over the years.

      My apartment sat over a pizza shop three blocks from Main, and I waved to Mr. Angelo through the window before opening the unobtrusive little door and jogging up to the second floor. Mr. Angelo and his cheesy, delightfully greasy pies had gotten me through my two weeks of post-Landon fallout.

      Now, kicking off my shoes upon entering the familiar space, I made it a point to avoid the mess still waiting to be cleaned up. I’d managed to clear away the ice cream containers, pizza crusts, takeout boxes, and empty wine bottles, so at least it looked like an actual human being lived there now.

      But he was still everywhere, lingering. In the bedding heaped in one corner, waiting to be taken out to the curb. I had replaced it after flipping the mattress and spraying disinfectant to remove any Bimbo germs.

      The minute my checks started coming in, I was buying a new mattress. Maybe an entirely new bed.

      One of his neckties had managed to land in the back corner of the closet, unnoticed in the frenzy to get all remnants of him out of my life. Blue with a lighter blue stripe. Big surprise, it was one I’d purchased for him. I picked it up and tossed it into the corner with the bedding.

      What mattered right now was finding the right outfit for the evening and making a good impression. I pulled a half-dozen dresses from the closet and spread them over the bed, then called the person I always turned to when I had to pretend to be fancy.

      “Woof. What time is it?” Raina was still partially wearing a sleep mask when she answered my FaceTime request.

      “Uh… eleven-ish? In the morning? Should I not have called? Are you sick?”

      “No, no, no,” she mumbled, taking off the mask and rubbing a hand over her face. “I was out until last call with some old friends of the family. Their parents and my parents were friends so we had to be up in each other’s lives all the time. It was rough.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “I didn’t even like them very much when we were kids, but I thought I should be nice and accept the invite.” She sat up in bed with a groan. “So what’s up?”

      “For one thing, I am offended by how flawless you look when you’re only just rolling out of bed.” Not a chocolate-brown strand was out of place, silky and lightly tousled. Not a smudge of mascara under her sea green eyes, either. She could party until all hours and wake up looking like a goddess.

      “Shush. I do not.”

      “Anyway, I needed your advice. Tonight’s the night.”

      “Oh, right! Gosh, I forgot. So what do you need? Outfit ideas?”

      “Yup.” I flipped the camera around so she could see the bed and its many dresses. “What do you think? Is this an LBD occasion? Or do I go with a bold red? Keep in mind, I’ll be wearing a throw or sweater or something. It’s still only April.” And that sea breeze could be killer at night.

      She tapped a finger to her chin. “You don’t want to stand out. This isn’t your night. You can never go wrong with a little black dress. You have that shawl I gave you for your birthday, right? The one with roses embroidered on it?”

      “Ooh, yes! And my gold sandals.”

      “There you go. Wear those gold hoops I like so much.” I went to my jewelry box and found them. She gave me a thumbs up. “There you go. Classy, elegant, but not flashy.”

      “I would walk around looking like a hobo if it wasn’t for you.” When she didn’t smile. In fact, she looked concerned—I giggled. “It was a joke, Ray.”

      “What’s that in the corner? On the floor?” One of her eyebrows was arched almost clear off her forehead. “Is it what I think it is? Oh, Emma. Come on.”

      “What?” I forgot she could see the entire bedroom. “The bedding and whatnot?”

      “Why haven’t you thrown it away?” Her voice was gentle, at least. “Honey, you shouldn’t keep that around. If only for hygienic reasons.”

      “I sprayed it with enough disinfectant to almost choke myself.” Like that mattered. I sank to the bed with a sigh. “I’m not having an easy time with this. I’m getting better. And I’m gonna bag that stuff up and put it out today. I promise.”

      “Don’t make me drive down there and see for myself.”

      “What if I want you to drive down?” When she didn’t smile, I sighed again. “Okay, Mom. I’ll do it. And thanks for the advice. Get your day started. I’ll let you know how it goes tonight.”

      “Tell First Kiss Robbie I said hi!” she teased before ending the call. I made a mental note to stop thinking of him as First Kiss Robbie before I made a fool out of myself during his big opening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It seemed a little silly, handing my bubblegum pink Bug over to a valet so it could be parked in the brand-spanking-new garage behind the resort. Mine was hardly the sort of car a kid in a rented tuxedo parked for someone, but it was opening night and all the stops were being pulled out.

      I adjusted my fringed shawl—probably the nicest thing I owned, thanks to Raina—and looked around, absorbing the details. Everything was so new. So shiny. Floodlights illuminated the entirely glass façade of the fifteen-story hotel, swinging back and forth. I blinked against the glare. It would be even more striking once the sun set in an hour or so.

      A neon sign at the very top of the tower proclaimed the resort’s name far and wide: The Riviera. Palm trees completely out of place in New Jersey lined the long drive leading up to the entrance, and in between them were floodlights pointed up toward the sky. Like James Flynn, the hotel’s owner and Robbie—Robert—Klein’s business partner, wanted the entire world to flock to his hotel.

      I couldn’t imagine why they wouldn’t. Walking along the path which wound around the resort led me to a gorgeous pool surrounded by cabanas, the beach leading straight up to it. Already people were mingling out there, waitstaff carrying champagne on silver trays.

      It was a fantasy world, which was obviously what Flynn had in mind when he’d built it.

      But I was there for the food, which led me through plate-glass doors into the restaurant.

      So clean, so perfect. Nobody had ever sat here. I ran my hand over the back of a chair—leather, brand-new—and admired the blue, white and silver motif. It was all so fresh, bright, sleek.

      “Excuse me.” I barely had time to turn around or even acknowledge the man who’d spoken before he pushed his way past.

      “No. Excuse me,” I muttered, straightening the chair he’d shoved me against.

      He didn’t seem to notice, too interested in his camera and the shot he was trying to take. “You’re in the way,” he said as he composed his next shot. “Could you step back and to the left, please?”

      I did it, but only because he startled me too badly to argue or ask where he got off being so rude. Besides, something told me he wouldn’t pay attention if I spoke.

      Once he’d snapped a few pics, he saw fit to glance my way. “Who are you? Are you allowed in here right now?”

      “I’m a member of the press.” I even felt my shoulders sliding further back when I said it. My chin might’ve lifted a little, too.

      “Are you, now?” He raised his camera and took a few shots before I could react.

      “Hey! I didn’t tell you I wanted my picture taken.” I touched a self-conscious hand to my updo, hoping it hadn’t fallen apart during the ride.

      “I’m a member of the press,” he explained with a sly smile. “I was sent here by Haute Cuisine to photograph this event.”

      Oh, this just kept getting better. “And I was sent by them to write about it.”

      “It looks like we’re working together.” Instead of introducing himself, the way anybody who grew up outside of a cave would, he turned around and went to the kitchen, snapping one or two shots along the way.

      My mouth opened. My mouth closed.

      I followed him.

      “I’m Emma Harmon, by the way,” I called out before pushing my way through swinging doors and walking into a nightmare. I had seen the kitchen at Mom’s look busy, but nothing like this.

      “Behind you!”

      I jumped out of the way to avoid being run over, but then had to duck to the right to avoid a waiter carrying a tray overhead to keep it from being smashed into. It was a warzone.

      Luckily, somebody spotted me from across the gleaming, white-tiled kitchen. “Emma? I don’t believe it!”

      The sight of Robbie—Robert, Robert, his name is Robert—coming to me with arms outstretched was what I’d imagine spotting an oasis in the middle of the desert would be like. Finally, somebody I knew. I wouldn’t have to feel like I had no place there.

      His smile was familiar, along with the dimples in his cheeks. He always did have a baby face. I bet it didn’t do him any favors when he was trying to be taken seriously as a chef.

      “You look fantastic. What brings you here?” He beamed before leaning in to kiss my cheek. There was a frantic sort of energy about him, like he was hovering a few inches above the ground and ready to take off at any second.

      “I’m writing about the opening! This is incredible.” Funny how standing in the kitchen with the executive chef was like standing in the center of a force field. Everybody gave us a few feet of space as they practically ran from place to place, putting the finishing touches on that night’s offerings.

      And it smelled beyond mouthwatering. Heavenly, in fact. I could hardly believe it was my job to taste this food and describe it. Like a dream.

      “You always did like to write,” he nodded in approval, dark eyes twinkling. “When you were supposed to be helping me prep ingredients. How’s your mom?”

      That was so like him. In the middle of the biggest night of his career and he asked about my mom. We made small talk for a minute before being interrupted by a force of nature as it blew into the kitchen.

      A force of nature that took the shape of a tall man with golden skin and hair, wearing a suit that looked like it might’ve been made especially for him. His pinkie ring flashed when he held a hand to his ear, and I realized he was talking into an earpiece.

      His gaze fell on me, and in a snap, he went from a too-busy-to-care millionaire property developer to a warm, gracious host. “Hello, there. Any friend of my partner’s is a friend of mine. James Flynn. And you are?”

      Robbie cleared his throat. “Miss Emma Harmon is here to write about the restaurant opening for one of Haute Cuisine’s publications. And she is an old friend of mine.”

      A silent message passed from one man to the other. They were like women, in a way. They had their own language which didn’t need words to be expressed. And I didn’t need to hear Robbie tell James to back off to get the message loud and clear.

      James’s smile never slipped. It only tightened a little. “That’s great. We could use the favorable coverage.”

      The photographer joined us. I’d almost forgotten him in the mayhem. “Deke Bellingham,” he announced, giving both of the men a firm handshake he conveniently forgot to give me. “Photographer.”

      “It’s a pleasure.” James cocked his head to the side. “Bellingham? The name sounds familiar.”

      “It’s a common name.” That was all he said.

      At least I knew I wasn’t the only one this Deke guy was rude to.

      “Anyway,” Robbie smiled down at me, “let me show you around before we get started. I want to make sure you get the full idea of the restaurant before I’m too busy to breathe, much less talk with you.” He ushered me out of the kitchen, which was just fine with me since I could hardly hear myself think, and back into the cool quiet of the dining room.

      “This is all so exciting,” I gushed. “We’re all proud of you. You’ve come a long way from Sweet Nothings.”

      “But that’s where my heart is—not so much the café as the town, those memories. My heart is still in pastry and baking, even though I broadened my studies. And it was watching Sylvia manage things that led me to pursue business along with cooking. I wanted to have a place of my own one day, like she does.”

      Darn it if I didn’t almost tear up. “She would be so happy to hear you say that. She always thought so highly of you.” To the point where she went out of her way to throw us together, certain we would make an ideal couple. She hasn’t changed a bit over the years.

      He looked around the room, now a little busier than it had been before as servers set up stations. “I decided to serve miniature versions of the restaurant’s signature dishes tonight, to allow guests the ability to move around. Here, we have the seafood station. Over there,” he pointed across the room, “will be the beef and game. Poultry is the next over, and then desserts.”

      He lowered his voice, leaning in slightly “Can you believe my partner suggested a chocolate fountain? Where are we? A casino buffet?”

      I giggled. “Hey. To some people, that’s the height of sophistication.” And I had never been one to turn down a chocolate fountain, no matter how bacteria-laden they were supposed to be. It was chocolate, for heaven’s sake. All I could eat.

      “Well, he likes to give the impression of having been born with a silver spoon, but don’t let him fool you.” Robbie’s gaze swept over the view of the beach and the ocean beyond. The sun was starting to make up its mind that it wanted to set, casting gold and rose and orange light over the water.

      He shook himself a little, and his smile reappeared. “I’d better get back to the kitchen before somebody burns the place down. Enjoy yourself tonight, all right?” I got another kiss on the cheek before he made a beeline for the kitchen.

      “Does Marsha know about your relationship with Chef Robert?”

      I rolled my eyes, turning to Deke with a sigh. “Does Marsha know you tend not to introduce yourself to the people you’re working with? By name, I mean? Does she know you’re rude?”

      “Deflection.” He had unusual eyes, gray flecked with gold. I always noticed eyes—the windows to the soul and all that. His narrowed. “The mark of a guilty person.”

      “I don’t have anything to feel guilty about. Chef Robert and I knew each other a long time ago when he apprenticed for my mother. That’s all.”

      “Hmm.” That was the only response I got, but it was enough to clench my jaw tight enough to crack the crab legs at the raw bar.

      I settled for taking notes on my phone, dictating softly as I walked around before the doors opened and the room flooded with people.

      The party was about to begin.
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      “Would you mind sticking close to me?” I asked Deke, catching up to him as he took photos of just about everybody in attendance. “And why are you taking so many pictures? How many do you think could possibly be printed?”

      “I like photography.” He looked down at the plate of appetizers I carried. “And how many of those things do you need to eat in order to write a few words about them?”

      I barely kept myself from kicking him. “I like crab cakes.”

      “There you go. Besides, you never know when you’re going to take that one, perfect shot.”

      “And I guess you never know when you’ll find the perfect crab cake.” I popped another one into my waiting mouth, savoring the flavor. Usually, crab cakes were mostly filler, in my experience, anyway. This one was chock-full of tender crab that tasted like it had been caught that very day. I made a note to address the freshness, the attention to quality.

      I stumbled when Deke backed into me as he was taking a shot. The man had no interest in anything beyond what he was doing. He’d even forgotten I was behind him.

      And he’d sent me falling against a very beautiful, very annoyed woman who glared at me like I’d just kicked her dog. “Excuse you!” she snarled. She wasn’t so beautiful when she snarled.

      I recognized her even with that nasty expression. She was Aubrey Klein, Robbie’s wife. I’d read about her during my research leading up to the event. “Mrs. Klein, excuse me. My photographer—”

      “Never mind.” She kept moving, storming away in her Louboutins. I normally needed Raina to explain designer names to me, but I recognized the red soles.

      “Good shots,” Deke muttered as he captured her furious retreat, nodding in approval of his own cleverness.

      I elbowed him before I had the chance to ask myself whether it was a good idea to elbow him. “She was mad because you knocked me into her.”

      Blink, blink. “I did?”

      “Yes! You’ve knocked me aside twice tonight.” I paused, skeptical. “Did you really not know?”

      He had the good grace to appear apologetic. “I tend to get in the zone and forget what’s going on around me. I’m sorry about that.” He flashed a sheepish smile that melted my icy exterior just a little. When he wasn’t acting like an ignorant weirdo, he was actually pretty cute with his slightly-spiky brown hair and the sort of smile that normally put me at ease.

      I nodded toward the front of the room, James and Robbie had gotten together in front of the windows looking out over the ocean. It looked like they were about to make a speech. Without hesitating, Deke took my hand and pulled me behind him, jockeying for a position among the reporters and video cameras recording for local news.

      “Sorry… sorry… sorry… excuse us…” Why I felt the need to apologize and he didn’t was a mystery, but I couldn’t see bumping into people and not saying I was sorry. It wasn’t good manners.

      James spoke first, raising his champagne glass high. “Thank you all for joining us here tonight. This project has been a labor of love from the very start, and I could not imagine a better partner than the one standing beside me. Between my know-how and Chef Robert’s culinary expertise, I am confident we’ve positioned ourselves as the ultimate luxury destination along the New Jersey coastline.”

      This got a great deal of applause, including from Robbie’s wife who now smiled graciously as she petted her husband’s arm. I couldn’t help but bristle a little as I watched this—not that Robbie meant anything to me, not that he had for many years and even then, it was just a teenage crush. She struck me as fake, shallow, like this was all for show.

      Maybe because she’d looked like she wanted to grind me into the sand outside the resort for jostling her. People had a tendency to show their true colors in those little moments when they thought nobody noticed.

      Robbie raised his glass, too. “I can’t tell you what it means to see you all here.” Unlike James, whose speech rang out with a bit of showmanship, a bit of polish, Robbie was speaking from the heart. “This is the culmination of a lifelong dream, and I admit I’m a bit overwhelmed. I owe so much to my wife, Aubrey, who’s stood by my side through this crazy process.”

      Aubrey kissed his cheek to rapturous applause. Cameras flashed, making her hair shine like copper and her gold dress sparkle and flash. She was a star tonight, and she knew it.

      I had to applaud, too, but not for Aubrey. Robbie deserved this. I was so stinking proud.

      Deke caught sight of my goofy smile and wisely held his tongue, choosing to do his job instead. He caught James shaking Robbie’s hand, the two of them posing together, before James headed back to the kitchen. I guessed it was too busy a night to hang around making speeches for long.

      I wanted to catch him, maybe get a few decent quotes for the piece which was already taking shape in my head. The entire thing couldn’t be about Robbie, even if I was there technically to talk about the restaurant and the food. James was a huge part of this, the money behind the operation, and it was only right to include him.

      “I’ll be back,” I muttered in Deke’s general direction before weaving my way through the crowd.

      His golden head bobbed just in front of me, leading me to the still-busy kitchen.

      Only it wasn’t the chatter and madness of the staff that brought me to a dead stop not two paces inside the kitchen.

      It was James’s voice raised in what could only be called a bark. “What are these people supposed to do?” he demanded, and something crashed to the floor. A metal bowl rolled over the tile, coming to a noisy stop.

      He didn’t wait for an answer. “If you can’t get your act together, you’re out. I don’t care who you know. You are out of here!” Except for James’s screaming, the kitchen had gone silent. Nobody dared move.

      Except for me. I craned my neck, peering around an ice dispenser.

      James had gone from tan to red, practically purple. He thrust a finger toward a man in a white jacket. “I mean it. Do you wanna leave now? You can leave now, friend, or you can speed things up and get more food out there!”

      “What is this?” Robbie hurried in through another door, pushing his way through the staff who stood in mute horror and embarrassment. “What do you think you’re doing, screaming at my sous chef while there’s so much work to be done?”

      “Maybe if your sous chef knew what he was doing, there wouldn’t be empty trays out there as we speak,” James spat, running hands over his head to smooth his hair into place. “Do you know how it makes us look?”

      “You’re making us look worse by screaming the place down back here. Do you realize you can be heard in the dining room?” Robbie was beside himself, but at least he managed to keep his voice low. “This is an embarrassment, but I don’t know why I should be surprised.”

      He looked around. “Get to work, everyone. And see to it that the empty platters are replaced.” He made it a point to correct his partner’s misuse of the word trays.

      The staff was more than happy to get back to work. Anything to get past that terribly awkward moment. I noticed the sous chef throwing a filthy look James’s way, muttering something to himself as he turned back to his work.

      Robbie, meanwhile, pulled James aside, which meant they came closer to where I stood. I cowered behind the ice machine, wincing at the thought of being discovered.

      “How many times do I have to remind you?” Robbie hissed. “This is my kitchen. You can be the genius behind the resort all you want, but the kitchen is my domain. Mine. Understood? That means you don’t throw your temper around my kitchen, and especially not toward my staff.”

      “Your staff is making us look like amateurs.”

      “No. That would be all your doing. Get out of my face. And out of my kitchen.” Robbie stalked away, past me.

      He was too angry to notice I was standing there, and I silently thanked my lucky stars while wondering if everything between the two business partners was as good as they tried to make it look on the surface.

      It was probably nerves over the opening. That and James seemed like a bear to work with. A man with his sort of reputation didn’t get that way by being easygoing, I guessed.

      I slipped from the kitchen, looking around to see if anybody lingering near the door seemed aware of what had just taken place. If they were, they’d gone back to enjoying themselves, sipping champagne and eating everything in sight. I breathed a sigh of relief for Robbie.

      “Visiting your boyfriend?” I jumped a little when Deke spoke up from beside me. He had a way of sneaking up on a person.

      I turned to him with a hand over my chest. “He’s not my boyfriend and he never was. I don’t appreciate the remarks. There was a fight in there. I was trying to get a word with James Flynn and I walked into a pretty tense situation.”

      “You wouldn’t wanna talk about that in your piece, though,” he mused, faux-casual, examining his lens. “Wouldn’t be the right look for your boyfriend.”

      “I swear, I will slap you,” I whispered through clenched teeth as I walked away. Whether or not he heard was his business.

      I pretty much stomped to the seafood table and popped a few crab cakes into my mouth because why not, then went out to the pool area to get a little air. There was a chill now, like I’d expected, and I wrapped my shawl a little tighter as I walked around and willed away the irritation mixing around with the crab in my stomach.

      It was a beautiful location, for sure, and the fact that a person could walk straight from the sand to the patio surrounding the pool was nice. This stretch of beach was private, for resort guests only. I kept walking, enjoying the scent of the salt air and the crashing waves further ahead. It drew me closer.

      I passed the dunes and tripped over something in the sand, then cursed myself for being so clumsy once I regained my footing. The swinging floodlights only provided so much actual light, which made walking a challenge. Especially when one didn’t stop to take their heels off.

      I looked down, ready to curse out whatever I had tripped over the way a person does in a situation like that.

      And realized what had tripped me up.

      Or, rather, who had.

      “James? Mr. Flynn?” I crouched beside him, where he was sprawled on his back, half-hidden in the dune. “Mr. Flynn? Are you okay?”

      That was when one of the floodlights swung in our direction and illuminated him for a split second. But that was long enough for me to take in everything.

      Wide eyes, staring at the starry sky.

      Blood trickling from his mouth.

      And the shiny butcher’s knife sticking out of his chest. I reached for it before I could stop myself, grasping the handle like there was anything I could do for the guy. But that was what a person did when they were in a situation like that, right? They tried to help, even when it made no sense.

      “Emma?”

      My head snapped around at the sound of Deke’s voice. His eyes were just as wide as the dead man’s as he took in the sight of me grasping the handle of the murder weapon.

      He looked from the knife to me. “What have you done?”
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      “I didn’t kill him.” I glanced at Deke, catching him from the corner of my eye. “I didn’t.”

      We sat side-by-side against the wall in molded plastic chairs. I still had sand stuck between my feet and my shoes. Somebody had cranked up the air conditioning to the point where I felt like I was in a fridge. Or maybe that was just me, frozen inside after what I’d discovered.

      I pulled my shawl around me, like that would help. Deke finally noticed how I shivered and removed his suit jacket. “Here,” he offered, draping it over my shoulders.

      “For the record, I don’t think you did it. You don’t have to explain yourself to me.” He looked around us. “Save it for the cops.”

      The cops. Because we were in a police station, after all.

      Nobody had talked to us yet, but I had the feeling that would change soon enough. There was a ton of information for them to process, and probably a million people to question. Deke’s jacket helped, but that was maybe the only positive aspect of the situation so far.

      “Tell me again. What happened?” he murmured, always watching the cops and detectives who hurried around.

      “I told you. I walked out onto the sand because somebody was on my last nerve and wanted to get some air. I tripped over him. This all happened maybe ten seconds before you showed up. He was just lying there, staring up at the sky.”

      “And you didn’t see anybody?”

      “No. It was dark. I didn’t even see him before I tripped. But no, there was nobody. Not even on the patio. Maybe it was too chilly, I don’t know.”

      “That’s a shame.” When I turned to look at him, he shrugged. “Witnesses. No witnesses.”

      “It must’ve happened right before I got there, right? He was just in the kitchen now a few minutes before then. Making a scene.” I elbowed Deke. Hard. “Making a scene!”

      “Ow.”

      “He made a big scene in there,” I whispered. “He was freaking out. Anybody would’ve been pretty mad at him after that. I’m telling you, I got a bad feeling when I was in there.”

      “It’s easy to say that now.”

      “I thought it then, too. Remember? Before you got all sarcastic with me? I told you there was a fight. It was tense. I told you so.”

      “Okay, okay, there was a fight. Between him and Chef Robert, right?”

      Whoops. That didn’t sound good for Robbie. “Yeah. I mean, James was screaming his head off at the entire kitchen staff before that. So everybody was upset. Especially the sous chef.”

      “Well, the cops will figure it out. That’s what they do.”

      “Yeah, but what if—”

      He looked at me. “What if what?”

      I couldn’t speak. Not when a certain tall, striking older man stepped into the police station and started asking questions of the front desk cop. I didn’t have to hear his voice to know how it sounded. Deep, rumbling, assertive. The sort of voice a person didn’t ignore unless they wanted to get grounded.

      If they happened to be the man’s daughter. Which I was.

      “Who is that?” Deke asked, following my gaze.

      “My father.”

      “Your father? You called your father?”

      I glared at him. “Why not? Is that so bizarre?”

      “How old are you?”

      I wanted to kick him. So help me. “He’s a detective, genius. In Cape Hope. I wanted him here for moral support and to maybe speak up on my behalf. I don’t know.” I shrugged. “It was the first thing that came to mind.”

      “I see. That makes sense.”

      “Thanks for the approval.”

      “I’m trying to be nice.”

      “It’s a shame you have to try. It really is.” I stood when my father approached, taking his usual giant strides. He was the sort of guy people got out of the way for.

      “Baby.” He enfolded me in his arms in a brief, tight hug. “You okay?”

      “Fine. I’m not the one who had a knife sticking out of their chest.” I tried to sound cheerful but failed miserably.

      “Who’s this guy?” He was never one for sugarcoating things, my dad. Especially not when his daughter had discovered a dead body.

      “Deke Bellingham,” I explained. “The photographer I was working with tonight. He came with me for moral support. And, you know, he discovered me discovering the body, so…”

      “They asked me to come.” He stood, shaking Dad’s hand.

      “Detective George Harmon.”

      I wondered if he would give Deke his resume next.

      He returned his attention to me, his bushy eyebrows drawing together. “Don’t worry about a thing. They’ll ask you a few questions, but don’t let them rattle you. Okay?”

      “Should I have a lawyer with me? It seems I should have a lawyer. They always have lawyers on TV.”

      He snickered. “This isn’t TV, baby. And you’re innocent. You have nothing to worry about.”

      He was right, obviously. I hadn’t killed anybody. If I managed to let Landon get off with nothing but a lot of screaming and maybe a thrown coffee cup—it was sort of a blur—I certainly wasn’t going to kill James Flynn.

      Deke offered to get coffee, leaving me alone with my dad. I sat, but he chose to stand. It was easier for him to be intimidating that way, even if he didn’t consciously intend to be.

      “I wonder where Robbie is,” I mused.

      “Robbie?”

      “Robert Klein. Remember? He was Mom’s apprentice. It was his restaurant opening tonight.”

      Understanding dawned. “Oh, right. Nice kid.”

      “James Flynn was his business partner.”

      Just like that, the clouds descended again and he looked confused. “James Flynn?”

      “The dead guy.”

      “It was James Flynn who got killed tonight?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t know you were familiar with him.”

      “Plenty of people are. He owns—owned—property in Cape Hope, too.”

      “I didn’t know that. Well, he was pretty wealthy and connected.”

      “Yes, he was.” Why did he sound suspicious? Deke showed up with coffee before I had the chance to ask.

      “Wow, real coffee from a police station?” I asked with a grateful smile.

      “No, there’s a shop two doors down,” he explained, offering my dad a cup which he took with a grunt of thanks.

      “Extra sugar, like I asked?”

      He provided a handful of sugar packets from his pants pocket. Something told me, based on his smirk, that if my father wasn’t there he would’ve had an unwelcome opinion on my sugar habit.

      A plainclothes cop approached just as I finished stirring in the last packet. “I assume you’re Emma Harmon, not these two,” he grunted, looking down at a sheet on a clipboard and nodded to Dad and Deke.

      “That’s right.” My stomach turned to ice all of a sudden, and I couldn’t understand why. I hadn’t killed anybody. I just happened to be the idiot who tripped over the body.

      The cop glanced at me. “Okay. In here.” He pointed to what was little more than a cubby, the door open to reveal how cramped the room was. A metal table, three chairs. Nothing more.

      I wondered how many perps had been questioned in there. How many cold-blooded killers. And here I was, about to be questioned in there, too.

      Was I morbid for being slightly excited? Or was it just the fact that my Criminal Justice minor was about to be put to use for the first time since graduation? I stood on shaky legs, then had a second thought. “Can my dad come in?”

      “Your dad?” The cop looked Dad up and down.

      “Detective George Harmon.” Dad handed the cop a business card which he perused before tucking it into a pocket of his extremely well-fitting dress slacks. Yes, the last thing I needed to be thinking about was how well this cop’s pants fit, but I’d just found my first dead body. My brain needed other things to focus on for a second.

      “I’m Detective Joe Sullivan.” He shook Dad’s hand before nodding to Deke, then to me. “This way, Miss Harmon. I guess your father can join us for this preliminary questioning, so long as he promises to leave the work to me.”

      Gulp.
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      “Preliminary?” I asked, glancing up at Dad before following the detective to the interrogation room.

      “We don’t have all our ducks in a row yet, so to speak.” Joe took a seat at the table, hands folded on top. Nice hands. I was always a sucker for hands. No ring. Interesting.

      Get it together, Emma. This was not the time to go shopping for a Landon replacement.

      “All right, Miss Harmon. Help me understand.” His eyes (jade green under sooty lashes and heavy brows, it wasn’t fair for a boy to have such nice eyes) narrowed as he studied what I guessed was a set of notes taken during my first statement, on the beach.

      “Whatever I can do,” I promised with a glance at my dad, whose face was unfortunately expressionless. I needed to know I was doing the right thing.

      “You were at the event because…” Joe looked up at me, waiting.

      “Like I said, I was there to write about the opening.” I nodded to the notes. “It should be there.”

      “Emma,” Dad whispered.

      “No, it’s all right.” Joe stared at me. “Please answer my questions without additional commentary, Miss Harmon. This isn’t my first questioning. You were there for work, then. Did you have a personal relationship with anyone present?”

      I wished I didn’t have a habit of blushing whenever somebody chastised me. I used to do it in school and it never went away. “Yes. Chef Robbie—Robert,” I corrected myself, blushing harder. “We knew each other a long time ago.”

      “And the nature of that relationship?”

      “He worked for my mother, and so did I. One summer. Him, not me. I’ve always worked at the café, off and on. I hadn’t seen him since then, not until tonight.” I also had a tendency to talk too much when I was nervous.

      “And you were out on the beach because…?” He glanced up again, and I noticed how tired his voice was. How much of this had he already done that night?

      “Because I needed a breath of air. It was crowded in there, so many people.”

      “And how did you happen upon the body?”

      “I tripped over his leg.” I looked to Dad again, shrugging. “It was dark out there.”

      “You didn’t see a body lying in the sand?” Joe asked with a smirk.

      “It was dark,” I repeated. “And I wasn’t expecting a body to be lying in my path.”

      “Emma.” He didn’t whisper this time. Dad’s voice was tight.

      “You make a habit of walking alone on the beach in the dark?” Joe asked, brows lifting.

      “Detective, I apologize for my daughter’s attitude, and she ought to know better, having studied Criminal Justice,” Dad muttered in a gruff voice. “But certainly, she can’t be blamed for walking along the beach.”

      “When she was supposed to be working?” Joe countered, one corner of his generous mouth screwing up in a smirk. “I’ll grant you that one. But what about her fingerprints on the murder weapon?”

      “Her what on the what now?” Dad turned in his chair, facing me head-on. “What is he saying?”

      “Not a bright move for a Criminal Justice major,” Joe muttered under his breath.

      “Minor,” I corrected before answering Dad. “It was just one of those things. I know it didn’t make any sense, but I thought maybe I could help him. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “You touched the murder weapon? You know better than that!”

      “Is this not the first time you’ve been in the presence of a murder weapon?” Joe asked. I thought he might’ve been amused by this, but he wasn’t smiling.

      “I’ve taught her better,” Dad growled. “We’ve talked about analyzing crime scenes since she was a little girl.”

      “Sounds like a happy childhood,” Joe observed.

      “Detective—” Dad was halfway out of his seat. I tugged on his sleeve and shook my head. It wasn’t worth it.

      I turned back to the detective then. “You know, there are plenty of other people you might want to be talking to right now, rather than wasting time being snarky toward an innocent person.”

      “Snarky?” Joe snickered. “Who should I be talking to, in your learned opinion?” He leaned back in his chair, grinning.

      “Try everybody who works in the kitchen, for one thing. There was a big blow-up in there not ten minutes before I tripped over James’s body. He was screaming at the sous chef, making a big deal out of a few empty platters in the dining room. Robbie said he could be heard out there, among the guests.”

      “Robbie?” A brow lifted.

      “You know who I mean. The sous chef was probably humiliated by that. And Robbie warned James to mind his business and stay out of the kitchen. James stormed away. Anybody could’ve followed him.”

      “Somebody did,” Joe agreed. “And they just so happened to sink one of Chef Robert Klein’s signature engraved knives into his chest. Right after, as you just told me, Chef Robert warned Mr. Flynn to mind his business.”

      Oh, no. My heart sank when I realized I’d basically just set the scene for Robbie to have murdered James. Dad whispered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like a swear word.

      “I would suggest you don’t leave town, Miss Harmon,” Detective Joe warned as he stood. “I’ll most likely be calling tomorrow to have you return for more questioning.”

      “More?” I asked. “I can’t stay in town. I’m not from here. I live in Cape Hope, I hadn’t intended to spend the night. It’s not like my job will pay for this.”

      He lifted his broad shoulders. “That isn’t my problem, is it? Not when your fingerprints are on the murder weapon.”

      Dad took my arm. “I’ll put you up for the night, doll. You don’t have to worry about it.”

      I still had so many questions, protestations. Not to mention wanting to tell Detective Joe where he could get off with his snarky comments. But Dad made a point of pulling me out of my chair and leading me out of the room before I could say anything to further embarrass myself.

      Meanwhile, to my surprise—it shouldn’t have come as a surprise, not really—Deke emerged from the next room over, and the young woman who followed him was carrying a clipboard like Joe’s. Of course, they’d want to walk to Deke, since he was the one who found me finding James.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, looking from Dad to me.

      Dad only snorted his response.

      “Define okay,” I whispered. “No, I don’t think so. I think they really believe I had something to do with it.”

      “Don’t say that,” Dad warned. “Let’s get out of here. The walls always have ears.”

      “Remember!” Joe called out behind us. “Stay in town, Emma. I’ll want to talk to you again.”

      “Lucky me,” I whispered as Dad steered me from the station with Deke bringing up the rear.

      “You could’ve done better in there, sweetheart.” Dad was fit to be tied, and probably only Deke’s presence kept him from chewing me out. I never thought I’d be glad to have an obnoxious photographer around.

      “I’m sorry, Dad. My mouth got away from me. But honestly, I didn’t do it. I didn’t even have a drop of blood on me, and there was no motive. James seemed like a real jerk, but I didn’t have any reason to kill him.”

      “No, but…” He glanced at Deke and decided to hold his tongue. “We’d better get you a room for the night. I know how these guys work. He’ll probably want you back first thing in the morning after getting forensics reports.”

      “I have a room in town,” Deke offered. “Not that I intended to share, mind you, but I’ll be here. In case you need any moral support.” He handed me a business card, and I wondered how many people still carried them. That was the second one I’d seen that night.

      I accepted it gratefully anyway. “Thank you. I’ll call you in the morning, for sure.” Maybe he wasn’t the most terrible person in the world, especially if he’d defended me to the police. I hoped he did.

      He’d better have.

      “Oh! Your jacket!” I dashed after him, sliding it from my shoulders. “Thank you again.”

      He took it with that same boyish, sheepish smile I’d seen earlier in the night. “No problem. Try to get some sleep tonight, okay? It’ll be all right. Everything will.”

      I wondered what made him such an expert and decided not to ask. It would be better to believe without asking.

      “Emma?” Dad was waiting, hands thrust into his jacket pockets. He eyed Deke with roughly the same level of suspicion a canary would give a cat. I hurried back to him and accepted the arm he wrapped around my shoulders in a protective manner.

      I finally felt safe, for the first time all night.

      What a shame it wouldn’t last forever.
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      It was the knocking that woke me up. The incessant pounding, like the person on the other side of the door would break it down if I didn’t open up.

      What time was it? I fumbled around for my phone but couldn’t find it in the mess that was my bed. I hadn’t had a restful night, to put it mildly.

      “Em! It’s me. Open up before I have the hotel do it!”

      Raina’s voice finally worked its way through my awareness. Raina! What was she doing there? Only curiosity could’ve gotten me out of bed in the middle of the night.

      Only it wasn’t the middle of the night. I had drawn the drapes before collapsing into bed, but light managed to sneak through around the edges. And my best friend was going to get me thrown out of the hotel if she didn’t stop making a commotion out in the hall.

      “Hang on!” I managed to call out as I scrambled up and across the room with a sheet wrapped around my underwear-clad body.

      She burst in like a breath of spring, but that was always her way. She managed to light up any room she entered. “This is an absolute outrage,” she announced as she threw open the curtains. “How anybody could even associate you with the word murder is beyond me. If you didn’t murder Landon—or at least cut off something vital—why would you murder
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