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      Annabel McBride swooned a little as the jaw-droppingly handsome Marcus Grady strode into her ice cream shop, with his black guitar bag swung over his broad shoulders.

      Anna wasn’t the type to become starstruck, but this man was a sight to behold. His light brown hair fell in layers above his ears, and his short, manicured beard gave him an irresistibly rugged look. Not to mention those smiling green eyes.

      After a sharp elbow in the ribs from one of her employees, Velma Bryant, Anna managed to speak. “You must be Marcus. Welcome. It’s an honor to have you perform at my grand opening.”

      Marcus flashed Anna a half smile. “It’s my pleasure, ma’am.” His voice was reminiscent of honey. For a moment, Anna forgot that she was about to open the doors to her ice cream shop, Bella’s Dream, for the first time. She wasn’t sure if the fluttering in her stomach was nerves, or if it was the result of meeting Seagull Cove’s favorite son, who also happened to be a pop music star.

      Who knew the ice cream business could be so interesting? If Anna had, perhaps she would have retired from her psychological counseling practice in Boston years ago. Of course, if she had done it years ago, it would have been with her sister, Bella, by her side.

      Marcus winked at Anna. “I’m always happy to support a new business in my hometown. Besides, I’m on a break from touring, so I’m in town, anyway.”

      Anna had a feeling that, in addition to Marcus’s generosity, she also had Velma to thank for Marcus’s appearance. Velma had lived her whole life in Seagull Cove, and she couldn’t have been more well-connected if she were the town’s mayor.

      A man with stringy grey hair that fell just below his shoulders impatiently cleared his throat. Then he gave Anna a curt wave. “I’m Ted, Marcus’s sound guy. Where should I set up?”

      Ted was probably used to women losing their power of speech in front of Marcus. Not that Anna had any real interest in Marcus Grady, even if he had been anywhere near her league. Besides the fact that Marcus was in his late twenties and Anna was forty-four, she was not interested in a romantic relationship with anyone. All Anna wanted was to build her business and settle into her new life.

      With her head down so that nobody would see her blushing like a teenager, Anna guided the two men through the large rectangular opening that led from the room that housed her ice cream counter to a larger dining room and gathering space. The far wall was lined with booths, and square wooden tables were scattered throughout the rest of the room. Anna imagined musicians, comedians, and open mic nights bringing the room alive. She smiled as she envisioned book clubs and other gatherings drawing the community into her shop.

      Just like Bella had dreamed of.

      Anna accompanied Marcus and Ted to a vacant area against the back wall. “You can set up there.”

      Ted disappeared, presumably to fetch the sound equipment, while Marcus pulled out a mahogany guitar.

      “That’s a beautiful instrument,” Anna said.

      Marcus rested against a stool and strummed a few chords. “This hunk of wood is more than a musical instrument. She’s more like a faithful old friend.”

      When Ted returned, a man who appeared to be in his early forties was with him. “I’m Donny Donaldson, Marcus’s manager. We spoke on the phone.”

      “Yes,” Anna said, shaking Donny’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you in person. If there’s anything else you need, just let me know.”

      “Thanks. I think we’ve got it from here.”

      Anna glanced at the strawberry ice cream cone clock on the wall next to the counter. It was nearly time to open the doors. She wiped her palms on her black pants and took a deep breath. Anna had been anticipating this day ever since she made the decision to close her counseling practice and open Bella’s Dream while visiting her cousin, Connie, in Florida.

      When Anna turned around to scoot behind the counter, Velma, along with two of her other employees, Jack and Olivia, stood watching her. Anna’s cheeks once again grew warm. “I’m sorry, I should have introduced you to Marcus. I guess I got a little tongue-tied.” Velma was her most experienced employee by far. She had worked for the former owners of the ice cream shop, which had previously been called Seagull Cove Creamery. Jack and Olivia were finishing up their junior year at the local high school and needed summer work.

      Anna and her team were as ready as they would ever be for the steady stream of customers that she prayed would come throughout the day.

      It had to if Bella’s Dream was going to succeed.

      “No worries,” Jack said. “We see Marcus around all the time. It’s not a big deal for those of us who grew up in Seagull Cove.”

      Within a half hour, the sound check was complete, and Anna was opening the doors to Bella’s Dream.

      She kicked down the doorstop, allowing the cool, salty air to drift into the shop. The temperatures had climbed to the low seventies, which was unusually high for late-May. As far as Anna was concerned, it was nothing short of a miracle. Between it being Memorial Day weekend, the sunshine, and Marcus’s music - not to mention Anna’s amazing half-price banana splits - there should be no shortage of customers. She also hoped her free scoops for kids would draw families to her grand opening.

      Anna looked expectantly through the front window. Her storefront was mostly glass. It consisted of two large windows, each with one cafe-style table looking onto Main Street, with a glass door in the middle.

      A young boy with red hair and freckles was Anna’s first customer. He sprinted toward the shop, sounding like a stampede of wild horses. He was a few yards ahead of a man, a woman, and a young girl, who Anna presumed were his parents and little sister. Anna hopped behind the counter to greet her first official customer. “Hello, there!”

      The boy stood in front of the counter with his hands behind his back, looking up at Anna with a wide grin.

      “Are you here for your free scoop?”

      He nodded his head vigorously. “Chocolate, please.”

      The boy’s family caught up to him while Anna fulfilled his request. The woman, who had the same red locks as the boy, ruffled his hair. “Frankie is here for the ice cream.” Then she lowered her voice. “As much as I love ice cream, I’m here more for Marcus.”

      Anna handed Frankie his chocolaty cone. Then Jack and Olivia took over, serving the rest of the family. Then the next customers. And the next. Most people took their sweet concoctions into the adjacent room, where Marcus was strumming his guitar and singing his way through his many hit songs.

      Anna’s heart swelled as she watched her sister’s dream spring to life before her eyes. After so much planning and second-guessing herself, it had all been worth it. Anna hadn’t felt happier since before…well, before her life changed forever just four years, eight months, and three days ago. But today, nothing could steal her happiness.

      Anna stood by the entrance greeting her customers, while Velma took their orders and rang them up, and Jack and Olivia scooped the ice cream and made more banana splits than they probably ever imagined they would make in one day.

      After a couple of hours, the foot traffic slowed down. Anna made herself a cone with a scoop of salted caramel ice cream and brought it into the dining room to socialize with her customers. Salted caramel was definitely her favorite. Or was it mint chocolate chip? Or rocky road? Or cookie dough? Or butter pecan? Or rum raisin? Or… There were so many. She would have to increase her workouts if she was ever going to keep her waistline in check. But that was a problem for another day.

      While Marcus masterfully entertained the crowd, Anna made the rounds, chatting with her patrons, who she hoped would become regular customers. Then she took a break and stood at the back of the room facing Marcus.

      A couple, who had been among the first few customers to arrive, sat at the table closest to Marcus. They looked to be in their late forties. The woman was wearing a Marcus Grady concert t-shirt and was staring at Marcus as if he were the only person in the world. Anna wondered if the man who was with her was her husband. He kept glancing at his watch and looking around the room, as if he were bored.

      A few minutes later, Anna’s cousin, Gianna, along with her husband, Gary, and their five-year-old twins, arrived and sat with Anna’s parents, Judy and Al, and her brother, Albie. Albie’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Sophia, was unable to attend, because she had to work. Anna’s parents had recently retired to southern New Hampshire, which was about an hour away from Seagull Cove.

      Gianna gave Anna two thumbs up as she made her way to her family’s table. Anna went over to greet them, and after a few words of support from her family, Albie pointed to a table near Marcus. Anna couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw who was sitting there. It was Marcus’s girlfriend, Jasmine Hall, wearing an elegant floral lavender blouse over faded blue jeans. And Marcus was inviting her up to sing. What a treat to have two stars in her shop!

      The crowd encouraged Jasmine with ardent applause.

      As Marcus sang his latest hit, “Jasmine’s Song,” he gazed into Jasmine’s eyes. A twinge of sadness crept over Anna as she remembered the only man whom she had ever felt that way about. She shook off her sorrow and reminded herself yet again that she was lucky to have ever loved anyone as much as she had loved Ian. Even if their time together had been short.

      Marcus finished the song to a standing ovation, then Jasmine joined him in a duet. Judging from the smiles on her customers’ faces, and her weary employees, the day couldn’t have gone any better.

      When Marcus’s performance neared its end, customers gradually filed out, and Ted packed up the sound equipment.

      “I can’t thank the two of you enough for helping to make this day a success,” Anna said to Marcus and Jasmine. “I can’t believe you wouldn’t let me pay you for your time. At least take some ice cream home.”

      “I’d better not if I want these jeans to fit,” Marcus said, patting his stomach. “And don’t mention it. I love performing for the people of my hometown. They always had faith in me, even when I was boy. But I am going to slip out as discreetly as possible, or I’ll be here all night.”

      “Go ahead, honey,” Jasmine said. “I’ll stick around to sign a few autographs.”

      Marcus managed to slip out the front door without attracting too much attention.

      A few minutes later, Anna’s family stood to leave, so she went over to say a quick goodbye. “Bella would be so proud,” Judy said. She could tell by her mother’s quivering lip that she was fighting back tears. Al silently nodded his agreement. The only time Al McBride was ever quiet was when he was choked up, so Anna knew it had been an emotional day for him, as well.

      Jasmine remained at her table for more than an hour signing autographs and posing for selfies, while Donny stuck around to monitor the never-ending line. It was obvious why Marcus had wanted to make a break for it.

      Anna wiped down the front tables and the ice cream counter, saying a prayer that its round stools would always be full of happy customers enjoying her famous banana splits - at least they were famous in the McBride family.

      Velma was speaking to two gentlemen whom Anna had seen in the dining room earlier. They were now seated at the counter, and Jack and Olivia were finally taking a break and enjoying a well-deserved scoop.

      Velma motioned for Anna to join them.
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      “Anna, I’d like you to meet two of my favorite Seagull Cove residents.” Velma put her arm around the waist of a man with dark hair that was turning grey around his temples. “Of course, I might be biased, because this one is my husband of thirty-five years, Rich Bryant.”

      Velma’s dark eyes sparkled as she introduced her husband. Anna had liked Velma from the second they met, when Anna had interviewed her for a job in her shop a couple of months ago. Velma was tall and thin with short, dark hair, and she had a quiet strength about her.

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Rich,” Anna said warmly.

      “Our son and daughter weren’t able to be here. Our daughter is working, and our son had a previous engagement. But I’m sure you’ll be meeting them soon,” he said.

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “And this is Old Joe Wiggins,” Velma said. The man, whose white hair contrasted with his bright blue eyes, waved away Velma’s comment.

      Joe chuckled. “My mother just named me Joseph Wiggins. The ‘old’ part came more recently.”

      “Joe rents the apartment directly above this shop,” Velma said. “He is also a retired private investigator, so you can feel safe knowing he lives upstairs.”

      “You’ll probably be seeing a lot of me,” Joe said, rubbing his ever-so-slightly protruding stomach. “Ice cream is my weakness. I was glad to hear that this would remain an ice cream shop when the previous owners retired. The easy access to ice cream was half the reason I rented the upstairs apartment.”

      Anna smiled. Despite Joe’s white hair, he had a relatively youthful appearance. “I’m pleased to meet you, Joe. But I have to say, you don’t look that old to me. How on earth did you get that nickname?”

      Joe examined Anna with his blue eyes. His easy smile told Anna that he found her compliment sincere. “I’m not that old. Velma, Richie, and I graduated Seagull Cove High School in the same class.”

      “So, why the nickname?”

      “I guess it’s because I’m an old soul. I’ve packed a lot of life into my sixty years.”

      Anna’s gaze fell to the ground. “Me, too, Joe. It looks like we share more than just a building.”

      When Anna looked up, Joe, Velma, and Rich were looking at her intently.

      “Well, welcome to the neighborhood, Anna.” Joe swallowed a spoonful of his chocolate chip ice cream. “Say, if your name is Anna, then who’s Bella? I expected Velma to introduce you as ‘Bella’ because of the name of your shop.”

      Someone was calling Rich, so he excused himself and joined his friend in the dining room.

      Instead of answering Joe’s question with words, Anna brought him to a wall that was decorated with framed photos. She pointed to a picture of a woman.

      “This is my Irish twin sister, Isabel McBride. We called her Bella. She was eleven months younger than me.”

      It was evident from the photo that Bella and Anna were sisters. Anna had long, wavy brown hair. Bella’s was the same length and texture, except her locks were red, and her complexion was lighter. Both shared pensive deep brown eyes.

      Velma had followed Anna and Joe over to the photo wall. “You probably read about Bella’s fatal boating accident in the local newspapers. It was a little more than four years ago,” Velma said, giving Anna a compassionate smile.

      “I named the shop Bella’s Dream, because it had always been my sister’s dream to open an ice cream shop. We were both psychologists, and we shared a counseling practice in Boston. Every Friday, after our last client, we used to visit a nearby ice cream shop much like this one, except a little smaller. They had musicians, comedians, book club meetings, speakers - you name it. That shop grew into a mini-community. Bella used to say that she sometimes felt as if that little ice cream shop did more good for people’s mental health than we did at our practice. She believed that many people were lonely simply because there weren’t as many community gathering spots as there had been in days of old. Anyway, I needed a change, and my family and I always vacationed in Seagull Cove, so here I am.”

      Anna didn’t usually speak so openly about the tragedies in her life, but something about Velma and Joe put her at ease. Besides, people were bound to ask about the name of her shop, so she might as well get used to explaining.

      “I love your vision,” Velma said. “It’s what made me want to continue working here after the old owners retired.”

      “And I’m thrilled to have you,” Anna said.

      Joe remained silent and returned his attention to Bella’s photo.

      “What’s going on in that analytical mind of yours, Joe Wiggins?” Velma asked.

      Joe pulled his attention from the photo. Then his eyes darted between Velma and Anna. “Nah, I must be mistaken. It’s nothing.”

      “Mistaken about what?” Anna asked.

      Joe hesitated. “I could have sworn I saw this woman standing across the street straining to see into the shop when I arrived this afternoon.”

      Anna’s mouth hung open. She was unable to formulate a response.

      “It was only a quick glance. As I said, I’m obviously mistaken, because your sister passed away four years ago. But there sure is someone else out there who resembles your sister,” Joe said.

      The part of the story that Anna had left out was that Bella’s body had never been found, and something deep inside Anna told her that her sister might still be alive. Of course, her family thought she was crazy and was concerned that she hadn’t accepted her sister’s death. After all, Anna and Bella had been as close as two sisters could be.

      Their conversation was interrupted when Jack and Olivia returned from their break. Anna let her young employees go home, since the grand opening was over. She gave them each a pint of their favorite ice cream to thank them for working so hard. “I can’t do this after every shift, but since it’s a special day, enjoy these.”

      “Thanks,” Jack said.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow,” Olivia added as they were on their way out the door.

      When the long line of fans waiting to meet Jasmine had dwindled, Anna and Velma did a final wipe-down of the tables. Then Anna grabbed two trash bags and tied them up to bring to the dumpster in the alley out back.

      An orange cat with olive green eyes greeted Anna with a loud meow as soon as she opened the door. Anna bent down to stroke the cat’s head. He looked briefly at Anna, then bolted toward the dumpster.

      “Silly cat,” Anna said under her breath. “Why talk to me if you want to be left alone?”

      Anna made her way to the dumpster and tossed the bags inside, all the while thinking about her successful grand opening.

      The orange cat darted out from behind the dumpster, letting out another piercing meow.

      “Are you hungry?” Anna asked. “When I get inside, I’ll see if I can find something that would be safe for you to eat.”

      The cat encircled Anna’s leg and meowed again. She couldn’t tell if he was accepting or rejecting her offer for food.

      When she turned to leave, the cat let out a third high-pitched meow. Anna turned around again and approached the cat. Suddenly, she understood exactly what he had been trying to tell her.

      Someone was slouched over and leaning against the dumpster. Anna stepped forward to take a closer look.

      She gasped when she saw Marcus Grady staring back at her. But it was a vacant stare. A lifeless stare. And there was a long red slit running across his neck.

      Anna couldn’t move a muscle. She stood motionless, staring at the body of Marcus Grady. Could this be the same larger-than-life man who had just finished entertaining Anna’s first customers, lying lifeless against a filthy dumpster?

      This can’t be happening.

      The orange cat rubbed its body against Anna’s leg, jolting her back to consciousness.

      Anna knelt in front of Marcus and placed her fingers on his wrist to feel for a pulse, even though she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that there was no way he was alive.

      “Anna, are you okay?” Velma called from the doorway. Velma exited the building but stopped short when saw the scene before her.

      “Joe!” Velma screamed when she saw the body. “Joe Wiggins!”

      Joe promptly came out, and without speaking a word, he pulled a flip phone from the pocket of his khaki pants and called 9-1-1. After he disconnected the call, he put a paternal arm around Anna’s shoulders. Forgetting that she had just met Joe Wiggins a few minutes ago, Anna buried her face in his shoulder, trying to unsee what she had just witnessed. But it was too late. She was afraid the image of Marcus Grady’s lifeless body would be forever burned in her mind.

      “Why don’t you two go back inside the shop?” Joe suggested, leading Anna to Velma and ushering them both inside. “I’ll wait here for the police to arrive, and I’ll let them know you’re inside.”

      Anna suddenly remembered that if Velma was outside, then the ice cream shop was unattended. The two women returned to the ice cream counter just as Jasmine and Donny were about to leave.

      “Should we tell them what happened or wait for the police?” Anna whispered.

      Velma shrugged. “That’s a tough call.”

      As they contemplated their dilemma, Jasmine and Donny approached them.

      “Are you two okay?” Jasmine asked. “You don’t look good.”

      Sirens sounded in the distance and grew increasingly loud.

      Jasmine and Donny peered through the front windows.

      “It’s Fire-Rescue,” Donny said. “It looks like they’re going around back.”

      Anna quickly flipped the sign on her front door to read “Closed.” After what had begun as a successful grand opening, she was closing her doors several hours earlier than she had planned. This was not the first day in business that she had been hoping for.

      Anna gestured toward the marble bistro table next to Donny and Jasmine.

      “Why don’t we sit down? I’m afraid I have some horrible news,” Anna said.

      Donny and Jasmine sat while Anna and Velma pulled over two additional chairs from the table on the other side of the door.

      “I don’t understand. Why are you closing so early?” Donny asked.

      Anna looked at Velma, who gave her an encouraging nod.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I just found Marcus’s body in the alley behind the shop.”
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      Donny stared wide-eyed at Anna. “That’s impossible! Marcus was just here a little while ago. Wasn’t he, Jasmine?” he asked, as if Marcus’s life depended on Jasmine’s reply.

      Jasmine burst into in tears.

      Donny pulled his chair closer to Jasmine’s and put his arm around her shoulder. “Don’t cry, Jasmine. It has to be a mistake. What would Marcus be doing in the back alley, anyway? He told us he was going home.” He looked at Anna and Velma. “Jasmine and I were supposed to meet Marcus at his house when we finished up here.”

      “I’m afraid it’s no mistake,” Velma said calmly. “Anna and I both saw him with our own eyes.”

      “That’s not all,” Anna said. She paused for a brief moment, unsure of how to tell them the worst part. “It appears as if somebody murdered Marcus.”

      Jasmine stood abruptly. “I don’t believe you.” She marched resolutely toward the back door.

      Donny followed Jasmine, and so did Anna and Velma.

      “Jasmine,” Anna said, “you don’t want to go out there.”

      Fortunately, Jasmine didn’t get far. As soon as she opened the door, she walked straight into a police officer, who escorted her back to the table.

      “Please wait here for Detective Doyle to speak with you.” The officer then addressed Anna. “Ma’am, we’ll need you to provide a list of all the people who were in your shop this afternoon.”

      “I don’t think I can do that,” Anna said. “There were waves of customers pouring in and out all afternoon, most of whom I’ve never met. I certainly don’t know their names.”

      Velma squeezed Anna’s shoulder. “Joe and I will take care of that. Joe has the keenest observation skills and memory of anyone I know. Always has, ever since we were in elementary school, and he figured out who was stealing Teddy Tucker’s lunch money.”

      Just then Joe returned. He stopped and studied Velma for a moment. “Are you talking about me?”

      Velma chuckled. “See what I mean? As a matter of fact, I am. I told Anna you and I would help compile a list of everyone who was here when Marcus was killed.”

      “We’ll certainly do our best. But it seems to me that the police will need a list of people who had a motive to kill Marcus but who weren’t in the shop at the time Marcus was killed,” Joe said.

      Velma shook her head. “You know that’s what I meant.”

      After ensuring that Anna, Joe, Velma, Donny, and Jasmine didn’t leave before talking to the detective, the police officer returned to the scene out back.

      A terrifying thought suddenly occurred to Anna. “I’m glad Jack and Olivia aren’t still here. Can you imagine if I had sent one of them to the dumpster?”

      Anna was still in shock from finding Marcus’s body and was struggling to keep it together in front of her best employee and a man who showed every promise of becoming a regular customer. And Anna needed lots of regular customers, especially now that her shop was bound to be associated with the murder of Seagull Cove’s favorite resident.

      Anna did her best to shake off those thoughts and to focus on Donny’s and Jasmine’s grief. If there was one thing that Anna understood, it was grief. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said to both of them.

      “Why won't the police let me see Marcus’s body?” Jasmine asked.

      “It’s probably for the best,” Joe said. “You don’t want to remember him that way.”

      Donny stared blankly through the front window onto Main Street. He opened his mouth a couple of times to speak, but nothing came out. “What are we going to tell his fans?” he finally managed to ask.

      “Let’s take it one step at a time,” Anna replied, even though she suspected that Donny’s question was rhetorical.

      “Who could have done this to Marcus?” Donny asked.

      “I think you might know that better than we would,” Anna said. “Who did Marcus know who had a motive to kill him?”

      “I can’t think of anyone.” Donny looked at Jasmine. “Can you?”

      Jasmine stared intently at the floor, apparently lost in thought. Then she shrugged her shoulders.

      “What about that exuberant woman sitting right in front of Marcus this afternoon?” Anna asked. “She was wearing a Marcus Grady concert t-shirt and sitting with a man who appeared to be her husband.”

      Donny nodded knowingly. “That’s Tilly Donovan. She’s what you might call a groupie. And yes, that was her husband, Walter. I feel bad for the poor guy. Tilly drags him to all of Marcus’s local performances, and she shamelessly gushes all over him while her husband is sitting right next to her.”

      “You could be on to something, Anna,” Jasmine said. “There’s something about her that I don’t trust. When Marcus kissed me on stage after he sang ‘Jasmine’s Song,’ she was glaring at me.” Jasmine shivered. “It’s hard to explain, but it was creepy.”

      Donny waved away Jasmine’s concern. “She’s just an exuberant fan. I think she’s harmless.”

      “Even so,” Anna said, “jealousy is a powerful emotion.”

      Donny shook his head. “I don’t think so. She’s never given any indication that she’s dangerous. Marcus has plenty of fans like her. Every musician does. Her husband, on the other hand…”

      “Do you think Walter could have snapped over his wife’s obsession with Marcus?” Anna asked.

      “They are not from Seagull Cove, so I don’t know them,” Velma said.

      “Walter did leave the grand opening before his wife did,” Jasmine said. “Tilly stayed until the end, but Walter cut out early. It’s possible that he waited for Marcus to leave and somehow lured him out back.”

      “One thing is for certain,” Anna said. “Someone had to entice Marcus into the alley. He had no reason to be back there.”

      “Maybe he went out back to throw something away in the dumpster,” Jasmine suggested.

      “That wouldn’t make sense,” Velma said. “There are trash receptacles all along Main Street.”

      “I didn’t notice anyone suspicious talking to Marcus after his performance, but I was busy signing autographs and taking selfies with fans,” Jasmine said.

      “The two of you probably knew Marcus the best. Can you think of anyone else who had it out for him?”

      Jasmine looked at Donny. “What about Austin Davis?”

      Donny winced. “I hate to think that Austin would kill Marcus over a song.”

      “A hit song,” Jasmine clarified. “One that could have made Austin’s career.”

      “Austin is a singer-songwriter, like Marcus, except he’s not nearly as big,” Donny explained. “Austin is not originally from Seagull Cove, but he recently moved here. Marcus and Austin used to be close friends until they had a falling out this year over a song. According to Austin, he wrote the song for his girlfriend, and Marcus stole it from him. But Marcus claimed that he wrote it himself.”

      “The song went on to be his latest hit,” Jasmine said.

      “Not ‘Jasmine’s Song.’” Anna said. “Not the one he sang to you this afternoon.”

      Jasmine nodded. “That’s the one. Austin couldn’t let it go. He claimed that he wrote it for his girlfriend, Shannon, and that Marcus stole the song and changed the title to include my name.”

      “If that were true, I can see how Austin would be bitter,” Anna said.

      Donny leaned back in his chair. “Since we’re talking about people who had an issue with Marcus, let’s not forget Toby. Marcus and his brother, Toby, also had a major falling out recently.”

      Jasmine shook her head. “Toby would never hurt Marcus. It was just a minor dispute among brothers.”

      “It was more than that. I walked into a screaming match between the two of them about their parents’ home,” Donny said.

      “For the record, I don’t think it was Toby, and I’ll tell the police that,” Jasmine said.

      “Tell the police what?” came a voice from the doorway.

      “Hi, Charlie,” Joe said as he stood up. “Allow me to introduce you to Anna McBride. Anna owns this fine establishment. You know Velma. These are Jasmine and Donny.”

      “How have you been, Anna?” the detective asked.

      Velma looked puzzled. “The two of you know each other?”

      Anna nodded. “After my sister’s boating accident, Charlie was very kind to my family. How are Patty and the kids?”

      “Just fine,” Charlie said. “We heard you were opening an ice cream shop in town. I’m sure she’ll bring the kids by soon.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” Anna said.

      Charlie gave her a half smile. “I will need to speak with each of you before you leave.”

      “You can use the dining room,” Anna said. “I need to get some fresh air, so I think I’ll go for a walk while you talk to Jasmine and Donny.” Anna was grateful that at least her shop was not a crime scene. The police had only taped off the back alley. It looked like she would be able to open the store tomorrow morning. That is, if anyone would even come. Anna wasn’t entirely sure she would want to be there if she weren’t the owner.

      “You go first, Jasmine. I need to clear my head. I’ll be down by the cove,” Donny said, referring to one of the town’s two beaches. The cove was protected by majestic dark rocks that jetted toward the horizon, while the town’s second beach, which stretched for a mile, was appropriately called Mile Long Beach. Mile Long Beach was located a short walk past the cove.

      “Okay,” Jasmine said. “I’ll text you when I’m done.”

      Anna also decided to walk in the direction of the beaches. It took her a moment to realize that Velma and Joe were following her.

      “You two don’t have to babysit me. I’ll be okay.”

      Velma shook her head. “There’s not a chance I’d leave you alone right now. Not after what you just went through.”

      Joe remained silent, but since he didn’t go anywhere, Anna assumed that he shared Velma’s opinion.

      She smiled gratefully, and the three walked in silence.

      When they arrived at the cove, they sat on the cement wall, which protected the street from storm surges.

      “Charlie is a fine detective,” Joe finally said. “He’ll get to the bottom of this. This case will get top priority, especially since Marcus is a celebrity.”

      “Unfortunately, this case will also get everyone else’s attention,” Anna said. “My business is doomed. Whoever did this to Marcus not only stole his life, but he’s stealing my sister’s dream, too. Hasn’t Bella been robbed of enough?”
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      Velma, who had been facing the ocean, turned toward Anna. “I know things look bleak right now, but the police will get to the bottom this. Nobody could possibly blame you for what happened to Marcus.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Anna said. But she had her doubts. The fact remained that if Marcus hadn’t performed at her grand opening, he would still be alive. People were bound to realize that.

      Donny, who had been sitting alone on a smooth rock by the water, stood and walked across the sand and back toward the sidewalk. When he passed by Anna, Velma, and Joe, he gave them a tired smile. “Jasmine just texted me. The police want to talk to me next.”

      “Good luck,” Anna said.

      Anna watched Donny make his way down Main Street and into her shop. Then she remembered her earlier conversation with Joe. “I still want to talk more about what you saw this morning, Joe. Or rather who you saw. But right now, I don’t think I could handle that conversation.”

      Joe nodded. Apparently, he was a man of few words.

      The wind ocean breeze was growing cooler, so they decided to move to a bench in front of Anna’s shop until it was their turn to talk to Charlie. When they arrived, Jasmine was petting the dog of a passerby.

      “I wish I could have one of my own, but I’m on the road too much. It wouldn’t be fair to the dog.”

      Anna bent down and scratched the little Yorkshire Terrier’s head. “I know exactly how you feel. I’m in the same boat myself.”

      After the Yorkie and his owner continued on their way, Jasmine left, and Joe and Velma worked on that list of patrons they had promised to give the police. A half hour later, Donny emerged from Bella’s Dream with heavy steps. He gave Anna, Joe, and Velma a distracted nod before getting into his white Audi convertible and driving away.

      “We might as well get this over with,” Anna said.

      The three of them went into the shop together. Anna offered everyone a scoop of ice cream, but they politely declined. She was tempted to try to lift her own spirits with another scoop, but she had sampled an exorbitantly high number of flavors over the weeks leading up to the grand opening, so an ice cream cone didn’t hold its usual appeal at the moment. It was too bad. She could have used the comfort.

      “Are you planning to talk to Toby Grady?” Anna asked Charlie as soon as they sat down. “Donny said that Toby and Marcus had a falling out. And even if that’s not true, Toby might know who else you should be looking at.”

      Joe chuckled. “Don’t worry, Anna. Charlie knows how to do his job. I’m sure he already has a long list of people to question. Charlie even taught me a thing or two during my P.I. days. He’s going to find Marcus’s killer.”

      “Joe is being modest,” Charlie said. “It’s Joe who was my mentor. He’s probably learned and forgotten more than I know.”

      Joe leaned back in his chair and smirked. “I may have taught him a trick or two over the years.”

      Velma handed Charlie the list that she and Joe had been working on, and they each told him everything they could remember about those who were in the ice cream shop that afternoon.

      Anna also recounted everything she could remember, but since she didn’t know most of her patrons, she didn’t feel as if she had much worthwhile information.

      After they all gave their statements, Charlie returned to the crime scene.

      Anna didn’t move. She stared out the window, lost in thought, until she was interrupted by an increasing amount of activity on Main Street. She stood and walked over to the window. “A large crowd is gathering in front of the restaurant across the street.” Anna pointed to a few bouquets of flowers and signs with notes of love for Marcus written on them. “It looks like people are creating a tribute to Marcus.”

      “That’s Toby,” Joe said, pointing to a handsome, dark-haired man. He was holding the leash of a cocker spaniel puppy.

      Anna turned abruptly. She hadn’t realized that Joe was standing behind her.

      Velma also came over to take a look. “It seems like people are offering Toby their condolences.”

      “Jasmine’s over there, too,” Anna said. “I wonder why Toby and Jasmine would be there of all places. Was it a favorite restaurant of Marcus’s?”

      Velma shrugged. “Could be. That restaurant closed last month. I understand it was sold, but I don’t know who the new owners are.”

      Anna stepped outside her shop and watched as the crowd increased in number. She wasn’t sure if she should put flowers there herself, or keep her distance. Would Marcus’s fans blame her for what happened?

      Toby glanced up and noticed Anna watching him. He excused himself from a conversation and made his way across the street with heavy steps. The cheerful little cocker spaniel trotted behind him.

      Joe and Velma joined them on the sidewalk in front of Bella’s Dream.

      As Toby stood in front of Anna, she experienced deja vu. It was as if she were looking into Marcus’s green eyes. It was eerie to think that just a few hours ago, she had been.

      “Please allow me to express my deepest condolences over the loss of your brother.”

      “Thank you,” Toby said.

      Velma bent down to greet the playful puppy.

      “I was wondering if you could tell me anything about my brother’s final hours. Did you see anything that might give any indication of what happened?” Toby asked.

      “I wish I could be more helpful,” Anna said. “But there was no sign that anything was wrong until it was too late. Marcus performed for a few hours at the grand opening of my ice cream shop, and he left right after he finished performing. He drew a large crowd, so there were a lot of people coming in and out all afternoon, but everything seemed fine until I found his body. I don’t know why he would have gone to the dumpster out back when there is a trash receptacle in front of my store.”

      Anna gave Toby a minute to process the information.

      “Maybe he was trying to get away from his fans. They could be a bit much at times.”

      “It’s possible,” Anna said. “But if that were the case, I don’t understand why he wouldn’t have just left. His car was parked right out front. It seems more likely that whoever killed him lured him out back.”

      “I suppose that makes more sense,” Toby said.

      “I’m sorry that I don’t have any more information,” Anna said. “I was actually hoping that you might be able to shed light on what happened. Is there anyone you know of who had a reason to hurt your brother?”

      “When Marcus isn’t in Seagull Cove, he’s on tour or jetsetting to some exotic location. There are a lot of people in my brother’s life whom I don’t know.”

      “The person would have to currently be in Seagull Cove,” Anna said. “It seems likely that the killer would be a local, unless he or she sneaked into town under the radar just to kill your brother.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Toby said.

      “We were curious as to why everyone is leaving flowers for Marcus in front of the restaurant across the street.” Velma said. “Was it his favorite restaurant?”

      “Not exactly. Marcus bought the place last month. He was looking to diversify his assets and decided to launch a new restaurant. I didn’t realize so many people knew that Marcus was the new owner, but I guess it’s hard to keep a secret in Seagull Cove. Especially from his fans.” Toby narrowed his eyes and looked down Main Street.

      “What is it?” Anna asked.

      “Our conversation about the restaurant just reminded me of something. You asked if I knew of anyone who had an issue with my brother. Raymond Palmer, who owns the Sand Dollar Grille just up the street, was livid when Marcus purchased the restaurant. I think he was afraid that Marcus would put him out of business.”

      “Do you think his fears were justified?” Joe asked.

      “From what Marcus told me, he was planning to serve a similar menu. So, I guess they could have been.”

      “Ray was here this afternoon,” Velma said. “He came towards the end of Marcus’s performance, and he left just before Marcus finished his last set.”

      “That sounds like an opportunity for murder to me,” Toby said. “I think I’ll pay Mr. Palmer a visit.”

      Toby turned to leave, but Joe grabbed his arm. “I know you’re hurting, Toby, but I wouldn’t recommend taking this matter into your own hands. Let the police handle it. That’s the quickest way to get justice for your brother.”

      Toby relaxed and let out a deep breath. “You’re probably right. It’s been a long day. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get back over there and get Jasmine. Some of Marcus’s and my friends are coming over to my house so we can all be together. I just came to the restaurant because Jasmine told me that a crowd was gathering. Marcus’s fans were important to him, and I wanted to honor that. But I think I’ve had enough.”

      “Of course,” Anna said. “I won’t take up any more of your time.”

      They watched Toby until he made his way back to the restaurant. He whispered something to Jasmine, and they left together in a red BMW.

      “I can’t thank the two of you enough for staying with me today,” Anna said. It was hard to believe that a few hours ago, she hadn’t even met Joe Wiggins and she had only met Velma twice.

      All the talk of homicide caused Anna to think of her cousin, Connie, who had moved to Florida a few years ago. Connie had a way of finding herself knee-deep in murder investigations, and Anna even had the chance to watch her cousin in action when she attended her wedding in November. Connie would probably investigate the case herself if she were here, Anna thought.

      But Anna wasn’t Connie. All Anna wanted to do was heal from her past and succeed as a small business owner. And possibly find some answers about Bella’s accident.

      After Anna assured them that she would be okay, Joe and Velma left. Anna locked up her shop and returned home to her cottage after what felt like one of the longest days of her life.

      “At least my cottage feels like home,” Anna said under her breath as she walked through the front door of her little blue house with white trim. She had used the proceeds from the sale of her apartment in Boston to purchase the quintessential New England cottage, which was only a short walk to both the ice cream shop and the beaches. She remembered how excited she had been when she purchased it. Even though it had needed some work, she instantly fell in love with the quaint little house with its farmer’s porch and white picket fence. She dreamed of filling the small front yard with a colorful English garden. She and Bella had often admired the house during their many evening walks when they used to vacation in Seagull Cove.

      “If only you could be here with me, Bella. This dream would be complete.”

      However, in all of Anna’s fantasies about the English garden she would plant in front of the house, she somehow managed to forget about the one thing she lacked. It was an understatement to say to say that Anna didn’t have a green thumb. She actually had a black thumb. Anna smiled, knowing Bella would be laughing at her impetuousness if she were there.

      Although it was still early, Anna changed into her pajamas and made herself a mug of herbal tea. She hadn’t eaten dinner, but she didn’t have much of an appetite. After watching a mindless movie, she decided to turn in early.

      Her last thought as she drifted off to sleep was of Joe’s remark about seeing Bella. There was no way Joe could be right. Was there?
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      When Anna turned her phone back on after Mass on Sunday morning, there was a voicemail from her mother.

      “Your father and I heard what happened yesterday on the morning news, Annabel. Call me.” Judy only called Anna by her full name when the topic of conversation was serious.

      As soon as she got home, Anna called her parents. It had somehow slipped her mind that Marcus’s murder would be covered on the news, and she felt guilty that she hadn’t told them about it herself.

      “If you’d like us to come to Seagull Cove today, just say the word,” Judy said.

      “No, Mom, but thanks. I’d rather try to cast the whole thing out of my mind and not dwell on it. Hopefully, it will be busy in my shop today.” Although she had her doubts that customers would be flocking to Bella’s Dream after yesterday’s events.

      “Well, if you need anything, your dad and I are here. Albie, too. Don’t hesitate to reach out. I know how you like to handle everything yourself, but we’re here if you need us.” The truth was, over the course of a lifetime, Anna had grown accustomed to turning to Bella when she needed someone to lean on. After four years, she was still slow to lean on anyone else when things went wrong.

      “Thanks, Mom. I really do appreciate it. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      Since the shop didn’t open until 11:00, Anna still had a couple of hours before she needed to be there. She couldn’t think of anything to do that wouldn’t involve worrying, so she decided to go into town early. As Anna walked down the cement path that ran the length of her small front yard, she shook her head. She really needed to do something about that hideous front yard.

      Anna was about to open the white gate when a straw hat popped up from behind a bed of purple flowers on the other side of the fence. Underneath the hat was Anna’s neighbor, Wanda.

      Anna chuckled. “I didn’t realize you were in there, Wanda. Your garden looks fantastic. I hope mine will look half as nice, someday.”

      Wanda lifted her hat and wiped her forehead with her denim sleeve, revealing her long grey hair, which was pulled back into a messy pony tail. “Your garden?” Wanda asked with a smirk.

      Her neighbor was right. It was optimistic to call the clump of dirt with scattered patches of grass that made up her front yard a garden. “Well, my yard. I hope that it will be a garden someday.”

      Wanda looked at Anna’s yard, then back at Anna. “Maybe you should call a landscaper. Unless you think you can handle this alone.”

      “No, I will definitely need some help. Do you happen to know a good landscaper?”

      Wanda leaned against the fence that separated their yards. “I hate to recommend anyone, since I don’t want to be held responsible if he doesn’t do a good job.” She glanced once again at Anna’s yard. “But I suppose anything he did would be an improvement. And it would greatly improve the view from my dining room window. I’ve never had to use a landscaper, mind you, but I hear good things about Duke Henderson from Henderson Landscaping. You could try him.”

      “Duke Henderson. Thanks, I will.”

      Anna snapped a few photos of her front yard before she left, so she’d have something to email to the landscaper, then she strolled toward her shop, wondering what the day would hold. At least it couldn’t be worse than yesterday.

      When she turned onto Main Street, Anna noticed that the tribute of flowers and notes to Marcus outside the restaurant had doubled in size, and people were milling about. She continued past the restaurant and ended up at her favorite coffee shop, Cove Coffee. She ordered a Vanilla Hazelnut and waved at Sonja, the owner. Then she sat outside at a round wrought iron table, mindlessly sipping her java.

      Sonja startled Anna, who had been lost in thought, when she joined her at the table.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” Sonja said. “I just wanted to ask how you were doing. I heard what happened after your grand opening yesterday.”

      Sonja had been one of the first people that Anna met after purchasing her cottage in Seagull Cove a few months ago, and Anna had liked her right away. She didn’t seem like the type to gossip, so Anna believed her concern was genuine.

      “Talk about a rough start,” Anna said. “I hope Bella’s Dream doesn’t turn into ‘Bella’s Nightmare.’”

      “Don’t even talk like that. You’ll recover from this, Anna.”

      Anna looked at her incredulously.

      “I heard several people talking about how good the ice cream was and what a lovely shop you have,” Sonja added. “People around here have a short memory.”

      “Sure, for little gossipy things. But for something like this? I’m afraid my shop will be branded for life.”

      “Once the summer tourists start arriving, all people will remember is how amazing your ice cream is. By the way, I’ll be by later today. Yesterday was insanely busy here, and I couldn’t break away. But my mouth has been salivating for one of those famous banana splits I’ve been hearing about.”

      Anna hoped people were truly raving about her business, and Sonja wasn’t just being polite. “By the way, there was a stray cat behind my shop yesterday. He has orange fur and bright green eyes. He looks like a stray. Do you know anything about him?”

      “Oh, you mean Casper.”

      Anna chuckled. “That name does seem to fit him. He appeared out of nowhere, and then disappeared again.”

      “Yup, that’s Casper. He’s the unofficial mascot for the business owners on Main Street. He doesn’t seem to belong to anyone, and he has a personality all his own. Rosie DeLuca, who runs the Inn at Seagull Cove, once tried to give him a home, but he would have no part of it. It seems our Casper is a loner. Several of us feed him when he comes around, but he doesn’t belong to anyone in particular.”

      “That’s kind of endearing,” Anna said. “I’ve always wanted to have a pet, but I’m not home enough, and you can’t really bring them into a shop that serves food.”

      “See, then, it’s perfect. This way, you can have the best of both worlds. If you feed Casper, I guarantee he’ll continue to visit you. He can be like your surrogate pet.”

      “That’s an interesting idea. I’ll give it a try.”

      Anna took the last sip of her coffee and headed to Bella’s Dream to prepare for the day. There was still some time before she needed to open the shop, so she sat at one of her bistro tables by the front window and checked her email on her phone.

      Anna jumped when she heard three loud knocks on the window. It was Joe.

      She unlocked the door and let him in.

      “How are you holding up?” Joe asked, taking the seat across from Anna.

      She shrugged. “I go back and forth between feeling awful for Marcus and his family and feeling sorry for myself over what the killer has done to my business. Then I feel guilty that I’m thinking of myself, because Marcus is the real victim. My emotions are basically on a merry-go-round.”

      “That seems about right. This shop holds a lot of emotion for you. But as I said, Charlie is a good detective, and this case will be his top priority. You just need a little patience.”

      “Patience isn’t usually so challenging for me, but in this case, I want answers like yesterday. You have a sharp eye, Joe. What does your gut tell you?”

      “My gut tells me to stay out of it,” Joe said.

      Anna ignored his comment. “Instincts are often more accurate than we give them credit for. As a counselor, I learned to listen to my gut when talking with patients, and it usually paid off. There are different levels of knowing. Take Toby, for example. The more I think of my conversation with him yesterday, the less I trust him. I can’t explain why, but something seemed off.”

      “Toby Grady isn’t my favorite resident of Seagull Cove, but that doesn’t make him a killer,” Joe said.

      “I suppose that’s true. And then there was that groupie, Tilly, and her husband, Walter. Maybe he got fed up with his wife’s obsession with another man, even if Marcus wasn’t truly a threat to him.”

      Joe shrugged. “Jealousy is a strong motive.”

      “And then there’s Raymond Palmer, the owner of the Sand Dollar Grille, and Austin Davis, the musician who thinks that Marcus stole his song.”

      “They all have motives,” Joe said.

      “Who do you think did it?” Anna asked.

      “Oh, no you don’t. I retired early for good reason. I’m happy to enjoy my walks along the beach and leave all the crime solving to Charlie Doyle,” he said, winking as he stood up. “Speaking of which, the seagulls are calling my name.”

      Anna smirked. “Oh, is that what they’re saying when they glide through the air? I’ll have to listen more closely next time.”

      Velma arrived for her shift as Joe was leaving.

      “This one is going to be trouble,” he said as he exited the shop. “I can feel it.”

      “See what I mean about gut instincts?” Anna asked as the door closed behind Joe.

      “What did Joe mean by that?” Velma asked.

      “Oh, I was just asking Joe to speculate on who killed Marcus Grady. But he wouldn’t touch it with a ten foot pole.”

      Velma chuckled. “I’m not surprised. Joe Wiggins spent his whole life investigating cases. He’s determined to enjoy his retirement, and I can’t say I blame him. He was right when he told you yesterday that he’s packed a lot of life into his sixty years. He doesn’t open up much, but I can guarantee that there’s more going on in that giant heart of his than meets the eye.”

      “I like him,” Anna said. “I’m glad he lives upstairs.”

      Anna nervously glanced at the front door. It was nearly 11:00, and Jack and Olivia hadn’t yet arrived for their shift. However, as soon as the clock struck 11:00, Jack came bounding through the door.

      “I leave yesterday, and all the excitement happens,” Jack said. “My parents and I were across the street leaving some flowers for Marcus last night, and I saw that you closed the shop early. I was hoping the police didn’t shut you down for the weekend, but I figured you would have called to let me know.”

      “We’re still in business,” Anna said. “Let’s just hope for another busy day.”

      A few minutes after they opened the store, Olivia came in. She looked downcast and made a beeline for Anna.

      “Is everything okay, Olivia?”

      The teenager took a deep breath. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but my parents have forbidden me to work here. I’m so sorry, Anna. I would never quit like this unless I was forced to.”

      Anna’s felt a lump form in her throat. “I hate to lose you, Olivia. You showed a lot of promise as an employee.”

      “I’m hoping that once the police solve the case and my parents see it’s perfectly safe here, that they’ll change their minds. But for now, it’s a lost cause.”

      “They’re just watching out for your best interest,” Anna said, trying hard to hide her disappointment. “If anything should change, you always have a job here.”

      Olivia forced a smile. “Thanks, Anna.”

      “I guess I’ll see you at school,” Jack said.

      Olivia nodded and left.

      Anna turned to Velma and Jack. “I guess it’s just the three of us today.”

      “We can handle it,” Velma said.

      Jack nodded in agreement.

      That’s exactly what Anna was afraid of. If customers were afraid to come to her shop, she wouldn’t need much staff, anyway.
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      By mid-afternoon, Anna’s fears were confirmed. Despite the fact that Main Street was bustling with activity, only a few customers found their way to Bella’s Dream. And all of them brought with them a morbid curiosity about Marcus’s murder.

      “Even though business is slow, I still think I’ll go ahead and hire a few more employees,” Anna said to Velma and Jack. “I hired enough staff to get started, but I planned to bring more people on board once the shop was up and running. Now that Olivia has quit, I don’t want to put it off any longer.”

      “I think that’s a good move,” Velma said. “Hiring a few more enthusiastic employees will help you stay positive.”

      “If either of you can recommend anyone, please let me know. Otherwise, I’ll start advertising ASAP.”

      “I’ll give it some thought,” Velma said.

      “Me, too,” Jack promised.

      At 3:30, Joe came into the shop wearing a Red Sox baseball cap and sat at the ice cream counter. “I’ll have my usual,” he said to Velma.

      Velma put a healthy scoop of chocolate chip ice cream into a cup and placed it in front of Joe. She also brought him a glass of water. Anna made a mental note of Joe’s ‘usual’ order.

      “It’s only May, and you already have a great tan,” Anna noted.

      “That’s nothing,” Velma said with the wave of her hand. “Wait until July. He’ll have the best tan in Seagull Cove.”

      Joe seemed to take Anna’s comment as a compliment. “It comes with retired life.”

      Joe savored his ice cream like an expensive wine. “You use Finnegan’s Creamery, don’t you, Anna?”

      “Wow, you’re quite the ice cream connoisseur. That’s exactly right.”

      He nodded with pride. “I do know my ice cream.” After a few spoonfuls, Joe added, “I was down on the beach feeding the seagulls earlier, and I saw Toby with some friends.”

      Anna looked expectantly at Joe. She had only met him yesterday, but she sensed he wouldn’t bring up Toby Grady if it wasn’t significant.

      “He didn’t look like a brother in mourning to me.” Then he returned his attention to his chocolate chip ice cream.

      “What do you mean?” Anna asked.

      “He was sunbathing with some other young men. Marcus’s mother passed away two years ago, and his father died in in January, so Toby is Marcus’s closest living relative. I would think he’d be busy making funeral arrangements and not gallivanting about with his friends.”

      “Maybe he took care of that earlier today and is taking a break,” Anna suggested.

      “Could be,” Joe said. “But he didn’t look too broken up about his brother’s death.”

      “Jasmine and Marcus were in a serious relationship. She could be taking care of the arrangements,” Velma said. “But then again, you’d think Toby would at least be there to support her.”

      “Like you said this morning, Joe, just because he’s insensitive doesn’t make him a killer. But there’s one way to find out. I’d like to talk to Toby again and try to find out if he has an alibi. And I wouldn’t mind talking to the owner of the Sand Dollar Grille, as well.”

      Joe shook his head. “I told you this one would be trouble.”

      “In all fairness, Joe Wiggins, you’re the one who brought it up,” Velma said.

      “I was just making an observation. Old habits die hard, I guess. For the record, Anna, you shouldn’t be talking to suspects.”

      “Everyone is talking about this case. I have the right to ask a few questions myself, don’t I?”

      “Anna does have a lot riding on this business,” Velma said. She glanced at the strawberry cone ice cream clock on the wall. “If you’re serious about talking to Ray, why don’t you go over to the Sand Dollar Grille now, while I’m still here? Ray is always there. It might do you some good to get out of the shop for a little while.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. I completely forgot to pack food today, so I can get a quick bite to eat while I’m there.”

      Anna removed her baby blue apron and headed up Main Street. It was still a little early for the dinner rush, so there were plenty of available tables.

      “Just one?” the hostess asked.

      “Just me.”

      When her server came to take her drink order, Anna introduced herself as the owner of Bella’s Dream.

      “Oh, the ice cream place that just opened,” she said. “The one where… um, yes, I know that shop.”

      Anna couldn’t blame the server for making the association that she had obviously made. At least she had the courtesy to not finish her sentence.

      Anna ordered a salad with grilled shrimp. With all the ice cream she’d been sampling lately, she didn’t dare get a burger and fries, which was what she really wanted.

      “I’ve been gradually visiting the various businesses on Main Street and introducing myself to the owners. Would Raymond happen to be around?”

      “Ray’s in his office. I’m sure he’d be happy to come out and say hello. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      “Wonderful,” Anna said.

      Within a few minutes, a tall man with sandy blond hair mixed with a few grey locks headed to Anna’s table. She recognized him from the grand opening.

      Anna stood and extended her hand, and Raymond warmly shook it before sitting down to join her.

      “I’ve been meaning to try the Sand Dollar Grille ever since I moved to town, and today seemed like the perfect opportunity. I’m not quite in a regular routine yet, and I forgot to pack my dinner.” Anna didn’t mention that it would have taken her the same amount of time to go home and eat.

      “Welcome to the Seagull Cove business community,” he said. “It’s a very supportive group of people.”

      “Thank you. I’m learning that,” Anna said. “I’m sure you heard that my foray into small-business ownership didn’t exactly go smoothly.”

      Ray leaned forward. “What do you mean? I came by yesterday for a banana split, and it looked like your grand opening was a smashing success. You had a steady stream of customers all afternoon, and...” He suddenly stopped mid-sentence. “Oh, you mean Marcus.”

      Anna nodded. “I was the one who found his body out back. He was murdered just after his performance.”

      Ray shook his head. “It was such a tragedy. I couldn’t believe it when I heard. Poor Jasmine.”

      “Poor Marcus,” Anna added. “The world was robbed of a talented musician.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      Anna looked intently at Ray. She couldn’t decide if she thought his words about Marcus were sincere, so she tried to think of a tactful way to probe. “Have you lived in Seagull Cove your whole life?”

      “My wife and I moved here about five years ago to open the Sand Dollar Grille. It’s our second restaurant. Our first one is in Boston, but we frequently vacationed here before moving to Seagull Cove, and we thought our concept would take off here, too.”

      Anna told him a little about herself and her family’s vacations in Seagull Cove while
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