
        
            
                
            
        

    
A DEAD GIVEAWAY
A MAGNOLIA MANOR MYSTERY
[image: ]


JOY PATRICK


MERMAID SISTERS PUBLISHING, INC.


Copyright © 2024 by Joy Patrick

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.

This is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

[image: ]



CONTENTS


Prologue
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
Also by Joy Patrick



PROLOGUE
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Pompano Beach, Florida, 2021

He tapped his fingers on the desk, waiting.

Finally, his phone buzzed. 

“Chad, it’s Monique. I'm on my way.”

“Good,” said the deep-voiced man as he sat at his computer and pulled a coarse rope from his desk drawer. “Can’t wait to see you.” A few moments later, he looked out the window to see the sultry redhead pull into his driveway in her convertible BMW, park, and hurry to the door.

She stood in the doorway. “All this time we’ve known each other. And we finally meet, mon chéri.”

“Yes,” he said, concealing the rope with a practiced ease and stealing a glimpse at his packed suitcase and freshly minted ID. “Tonight will be unforgettable.”

She smiled seductively. “Money’s sent.” She grasped his hand and stepped into the foyer.

Chad glanced over at his computer and watched the funds hit his account with a satisfying ping.

An hour later, the man slid Monique’s phone into his pocket and exited the house out into the balmy Florida evening as she lay lifeless on the couch.  He disappeared into the darkness, shedding his identity like a snake sheds its skin, never to return—or to be known as Chad—ever again.


CHAPTER 1
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Finally, it arrived. She knew it would be a game changer.

Lilly stood in the foyer, staring in near disbelief at the document that had just arrived from the National Registry of Historic Places. Magnolia Manor was now official. After being the scene of multiple murders over the last year, including the recent car bomb that led to the demise of yet another guest, there had never been any denying that Magnolia Manor was, well, infamous.

But now, it was bona fide.

She placed the parchment certificate carefully into the ornate frame she’d chosen for it and hung it above the antique table in the foyer. It will be the first thing my guests see when they walk in.

Despite the excitement and even relief of this day finally being here, Lilly knew the truth. With her inn’s unusual reputation, plus the upgrades to the town and surrounding areas where more boutique hotels were popping up, the competition was becoming fierce and the pressure was on.

This month, the local Chamber of Commerce’s art council was organizing a street party on Main Street in downtown Drifter’s Cove with the main draw being a high-end raffle. She’d secured her booth and would be donating a free getaway weekend vacation package at Magnolia Manor, complete with the new amenities that aligned with her guest feedback: a more extensive breakfast that included healthy options, daily shuttle rides to and from the beach, and a mobile spa package offering in-room services from the area’s best massage therapists and estheticians.

Having little help, she’d struggled over the last several months to keep her head above water and go above and beyond to accommodate guests, not only because it had always been her vision for the inn, but also because there were those pesky online reviews to contend with. Though she had had grand intentions for upgrading the property by now to include window balconies and a wraparound porch, her more immediate concern was staffing. At least she’d arranged for the beach shuttle to stop by the inn several times a day, but she still desperately needed a housekeeper.

Brian Goodlette, a local Marine veteran and currently her only source of help at the inn, stepped up on the front porch. He had struggled to reenter society following his return and losing both his mother and his home during his deployment only made matters worse.

“Miss Lilly, I trimmed the bushes out back and fertilized the ferns and flowers.” He hesitated and looked at the ground. “So, when would you want me to start working the front desk?”

Lilly knew full well that Brian was more comfortable working with gardenias than guests. “How’s sometime this week?” Lilly looked at him with a reassuring smile. “They won’t expect you to do a song and dance, you know. Just be polite and efficient. Which you already are.”

She knew her current system of covering the front desk when she was out—her beachy sign on the front door saying Be back soon! with a palm tree and pair of flip-flops—would only work for so long if she expected to elevate her reputation for stellar service.

He chuckled quietly. “Okay. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t.” Lilly thought about how far he’d come over the last few months when he’d been homeless and eating at the food bank. She’d known he just needed a chance. Every day, rain or shine, he showed up early for work, always in neat jeans and a T-shirt with his hair cut military-style. His naturally polite demeanor and clean-cut appearance were the perfect front desk presentation for the inn. It also didn’t hurt that he was strong as an ox and could carry even the most enormous suitcases up the stairs with ease. Lilly leaned toward him. “But you don’t have to do it if you don’t feel ready.”

“No, I want to. Or . . . more like, I need to.” He took a deep breath. “I can’t avoid people forever.”

Lilly nodded. “Okay, then. Your call.” She looked out toward the front yard. “You’ve done an amazing job with the landscaping. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your work out there. And I just ran some ads for a full-time housekeeper.”

“Good.”

Lilly knew Brian had witnessed her frenzied pace as she met the inn’s breakfast and housekeeping requirements while also running the desk, phones, and working part-time as a civilian consultant at the local FBI cold case unit. It was obvious that some days were just downright overwhelming.

Lilly still felt herself avoiding the backyard, as it had taken her weeks to stop envisioning the explosion of her company van with surly guest Ethel Grimstone inside just a few months prior. I’m lucky anyone comes here at all after that. Though the flashbacks had stopped, her guilt—though lessened—had remained, since the bomb was meant for Lilly herself.

“You’re thinking about the car bomb lady, aren’t you?” Brian asked quietly.

“How did you know?”

“Just know the look, I guess.” He fiddled with a potted plant on the porch. “I know about flashbacks.”

Lilly looked at him and nodded. Though Brian had never disclosed exactly what happened in Afghanistan, she was sure it was horrific.

“My mom’s house—well, my house—is almost finished with renovations. Quigley and Eli—all of you—have really helped me so much. All that’s left is repairs to the second-floor porch … which I’m sure you remember.” Brian shot her a sheepish smile.

“How could I forget.” Lilly shook her head as she recalled her harrowing close call when solving her last murder mystery, where she was forced at gunpoint onto the decaying balcony of Brian’s deceased mother’s home after following crooked attorney Nathan Woodruff to the scene of his crime. Though Woodruff had swindled Brian’s sick mother into relinquishing her home before her death, the shady deal was later nullified, and homeless Brian received the deed to his own home where he was raised. “But all’s well that ends well.”

“Yeah.”

As Brian departed, Lilly mused about the changes to downtown Drifter’s Cove. Now that the new library had taken shape in Woodruff’s old office and the FBI unit had taken over the old medical examiner’s office, Main Street had a friendlier vibe. Add in chatty Doris at the tax office above the police station, Eli working at the station as a probation officer, and grandmotherly Angie at the meal kitchen in the old Simpson house, Drifter’s Cove was starting to feel downright cozy.

“So when does that festival start?” Brian asked.

“Tomorrow. Proceeds of the raffle go toward renovating the old Starlight Lounge and Theater.”

“I remember hearing about that place from my mom. It’s one of the town’s old Victorians, like this house.”

“Right. Though at the moment, it looks like an overgrown haunted house.” Lilly laughed. “My neighbor, Shirley, said back in the day, it was the place to go. Apparently, the Chamber of Commerce hopes to bring it back to life. Maybe have a community playhouse, attract ballet troupes and small orchestras. But we’re a long way from that.”

A ping from her phone came from the job site alerting her that she’d received a response to her housekeeping post. My first applicant! She messaged back requesting an interview and received a quick reply that the applicant was ready to meet today.

Things were looking up. She just knew it.
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Later that day, Lilly stood waiting in the foyer with the inn’s oak door open to allow in the warm breeze and scent of gardenias. She held her notebook and was ready with interview questions for her first applicant: Gertrude Wozniak. Hmm, Gertrude. She’s probably a mature woman. That’s good. She straightened the frame encasing the historical designation document just as a cab pulled into view. A slight woman in her early sixties stepped out.

As the woman approached the front porch, Lilly gasped in disbelief.


CHAPTER 2
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It couldn’t be. Baggy pants draped over the woman’s skinny frame and her sparse, shoulder-length hair hung in matted, dishwater brown clumps from her head. She wore an off-white blouse that was missing a button, well-worn brown boots, and carried an oversized tote with the Buffalo Bills football insignia on the front. The look, the mannerisms, were dead on.

“You okay?” the woman said as she stepped onto the porch and stared at Lilly.

“Uh, yes.” Lilly felt like she was going to pass out. “You just really . . . remind me of someone.” She took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, you must be Gertrude. Please come in.” Lilly gestured for her to enter.

“Thanks.” The woman looked around. “Nice place. Just like I heard.”

“Oh, wonderful.” Lilly’s breathing was shallow. “If I may ask, who told you about us?”

The woman gazed at the ornate banister. “My sister.”

“Oh.” She had to ask. “So, your sister stayed with us?”

“Yeah.”

Lilly recalled Ethel saying she had a sister. And that they ran a bar in Buffalo. She stared at Gertrude’s Buffalo Bills tote. But wait, Ethel called her Edna, not Gertrude. Ugh, I’m losing it. “So, Gertrude, let’s sit in the living room and I’d love you to tell me a little bit about yourself.”

The woman sat on the couch and took her resume from the tote and handed it to Lilly.

She read the name at the top. Gertrude Edna Wozniak, Buffalo, New York.

“Edna,” Lilly whispered as she slowly sat down on the other end of the couch and gulped. “Then you’re . . .” She put her hand to her mouth.

The woman furrowed her brow. “Yeah, Edna’s my middle name. But no one ever called me that except . . .”

“Ethel.”

She looked squarely at Lilly. “That’s right.”

Lilly nodded. “You’re Ethel Grimstone’s sister.”

“Yup.” She looked around the room.

Lilly was speechless. Why was Edna, or Gertrude, here? And being so nonchalant? She watched as Gertrude sat back on the couch, revealing the top of her boot that showed a curious bulge.

“So, my resume. Not much on it. My sister and I had a bar for years. She might have told you.”

Lilly’s hand trembled as she held the paper. “Yes, she did.” She looked at Gertrude. “I am so, so sorry about Ethel. That was a terrible, awful tragedy.” She couldn’t help staring at the bulging boot.

Gertrude followed Lilly’s gaze to her boot and a crooked smile came over her face. “Oh, yeah. Forgot about my pistol.”

She brought a pistol? To an interview? Lilly felt for her phone in her back pocket. What if she’s here for revenge?

“Yeah, old habit. You run a bar in a rough part of town long enough, you feel naked without it.” She pulled the gun from her boot, and Lilly jumped up from the couch.

“I’m not gonna shoot you, chickie,” Gertrude said with a mocking laugh. She slapped the gun on the end table. “So, tell you about myself . . . Okay, sixty-three years old, barkeep for the last twenty years with Ethel.” She snickered. “Clearly, I’m the better looking one.” Her smile was uneven, unintentionally so, due to the jagged scar that ran from her ear to her lip. “Ad said you need a housekeeper, and for years I’ve cleaned, mopped, emptied garbage, and done any other part of this job you could throw at me—with my eyes closed.”

Lilly was confused. “But, what about your bar in Buffalo?”

“Done. Finito.” Gertrude gazed at the photos on the wall showing Magnolia Manor’s many gatherings over the years. “Time for a change.”

“But what did your family say?”

“No family left. You’re looking at the sole remaining Wozniak.”

“What about the Grimstones?”

“Ha! Grimstone was a deadbeat Ethel married in the eighties. She left him eons ago, just never got around to changing her name back. He was from Chicago. Bears fan. Total loser.”

“I see.” Lilly took a deep breath. “So, you closed your business to come here?”

“Yep. And adios to scraping ice off my windshield and tossing drunk riffraff out onto the streets.” She crossed her arms. “When I got Ethel’s postcard and saw what a great vacation she was having, I figured it was my turn.”

“But, she ended up . . .”

“Yeah. I know.” She looked back into the kitchen area and nodded approvingly, then returned her glance to Lilly’s bewildered face. “You gotta go sometime, girlie.”

She sounds so much like Ethel. It’s like the twilight zone.

Gertrude stared at Lilly for a moment. “You okay over there?”

She opened her mouth and then closed it again. “It’s just that you look—and sound—so much like her.” Lilly thought about how, after what happened to Ethel, she just had to hire her. But she’s just like Ethel–I can’t hire her!

“Yeah, that’s what people always said.” She leaned forward. “So, about the job.”

“Right.” Lilly took a deep breath and tried to focus. “Okay, so just a little bit about the goals of the inn. We’re competing against some other very exclusive boutique hotels and need this place to be absolutely five-star.”

“Understood.”

“To show warmth and charm, high-end service, where every inch of the place is immaculate.”

“Got it.” She nodded and gave an exasperated sigh. “So, when do I start?”

How do I get out of this? “Where . . . would you live?”

“Huh?” Gertrude had a quizzical look.

“If you worked here, where would you live?”

She looked incredulous. “Here. Like Ethel did.”

“I see.” Lilly gulped. “But Ethel didn’t technically live here. She was just on vaca—” She looked at Gertrude’s unflinching expression and couldn’t believe what came out of her mouth next. “Okay, but that would just be a temporary solution, until . . .”

“Until I find my own tropical digs. I got it. I want a place like on TV with one of those screened-in porches. What do you people call them down here? Lanais?”

“Uh, yes, right, that would be nice, but . . .” Lilly hesitated. “So, you closed your bar in Buffalo and came here not knowing what would come next? No job?” Lilly looked around. “No luggage?”

“Well, first off, sounds like I have a job. And yeah, just a few things in my bag. Who needs all that old crap anyway? Starting fresh. Plus, figured you’d give me a uniform.” She snickered. “Without knowing what’s next? You’re funny. No one ever knows what’s next.”

Good point. I sure never thought this was next. “So, you think you can handle the housekeeping duties of a twelve-room inn?” She looked at Edna’s slight frame, calloused hands, tobacco-stained fingertips, and cracked fingernails. “We have a lot of linens to wash, and it’s a pretty big job keeping the hardwood floors nice and shiny like this.”

Gertrude crossed her arms in front of her sunken chest. “Not a problem.”

Lilly stared at her. I guess we’re doing this. Viewing Gertrude’s shabby clothes, maybe the uniform idea wasn’t so bad. She just couldn’t bring herself to say the words, you’re hired. She heard footsteps at the door.

“Hey, Lilly!” Quigley called from the foyer. “Did you place that ad yet, because I found someone you might like for the housekeep . . .” He stopped when he turned to the living room. His eyes were wide as he did a double take at Gertrude. Then his gaze fell on the end table and the gun. He crept in slowly. “What’s going on?”

“Peter Quigley, I’d like you to meet Gertrude Wozniak.” She took a deep breath. “Ethel’s sister from Buffalo.”

“Okay.” He nodded suspiciously toward the end table and stared at Gertrude. “Your Smith & Wesson?”

“Yeah.” Gertrude smirked at Quigley then turned to Lilly with an earnest expression. “You’re here alone with lot of cash and a bunch of strangers. You should have one.” She glanced back at the reservation desk. “Keep it stashed over there. Near where the money is.”

Quigley positioned himself closer to the table. He stared quizzically at Gertrude, then slowly nodded. He looked at Lilly. “She makes a decent point. You’re kind of a sitting duck.”

“Kind of? All it takes is one nutcase and the girl’s toast. Look at what happened to Ethel.”

Quigley stood across from Gertrude, clearly not trusting her yet. “Yeah, sorry about that.”

Gertrude sighed. “Yeah.” She looked Quigley up and down. “So, who are you?”

A faint smile grew on Quigley’s face, presumably at her Ethel-esque brashness. “I know Lilly. I help out around here.” He folded his arms. “Who are you?”

“I help around here, too. Housekeeping.”

Quigley shot an incredulous look at Lilly as if to say, You’ve got to be kidding.

Lilly piped up. “You know, Gertrude, this is a fully non-smoking establishment now. We made an exception for Ethel that one week, but . . .”

“I quit last week. Guess you could say I’m on a health kick. Part of the whole new start thing.” She pulled a tiny airplane bottle of vodka from her bag. “Applies to smoking only, of course.”

“Oh.” Lilly stared at the miniature bottle.

Gertrude stood up from the couch and huffed. “It’s not like I saw the light or anything.”

“Right.” Lilly forced a smile. “I just really want to emphasize that a lot of our business runs on guest reviews, so our customer service has to be top-notch.”

“Fine, I get it. You’ve only said it like five times.” Gertrude looked directly at Lilly and gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m great at customer service. Been at it for years.” She grabbed the gun, stuffed it back in her boot, and glanced up the stairs. “So, which room’s mine?”

“Hang on.” Quigley stood in her way. “You have a permit? A license to carry?”

Gertrude shrugged and smirked at him. “Oh, please.”

He stared at her. “Is it registered?”

“You mean, like to me?”

“Yeah, to you.”

“My uncle Mel gave it to me.”

“Very touching.” Quigley held out his hand. “What do you say, we check the gun here in the desk safe. Keep it under lock and key for the time being.”

Gertrude stared at him a long moment and shook her head. “Suit yourself.” She yanked the weapon from her boot and slapped it into Quigley’s hand. “Doubt I need it here anyway. Not exactly a tough hood.” She picked up her Buffalo Bills tote and walked up the stairs.

Quigley looked at Lilly. “Where is she going?”

Lilly shrugged and threw up her hands.

He shook his head. “Ethel, the second.”

“No kidding.” She touched his arm. “Thanks for dealing with the gun.”

“Don’t mention it.” He headed for the back door. “I told Brian I’d help him with the pest control in the backyard. So, if you need me . . .”

“Yeah.” She nodded and smiled as he walked away, thinking yes, she did need Peter Quigley. Though their relationship had a shaky start, and they both had their own hang-ups about commitment, they had become a true, solid couple over the last several months. They had an understanding. They each had been close to marriage before and had broken it off. They enjoyed having their own space. Without the pressure of engagement rings, move-in dates, or wedding plans, their relationship had slowly blossomed. In the off-season when Lilly could get away, she loved their weekend boat excursions, each time to a different coastal destination—Longboat Key, Cedar Key, Naples, Key West. Of course, they still hadn’t said the L-word. But the truth was, she did love Peter Quigley, and she felt the feeling was mutual.

Lilly looked up to see Gertrude watching from the top of the stairs as Quigley walked away. She pushed a hanging clump of hair out of her eyes and nodded her approval. “Nice butt.”


CHAPTER 3
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Lilly felt so discombobulated by the last fifteen minutes that she was unsure if she’d officially hired Gertrude or not. Of course, since Gertrude was upstairs moving into one of the guest rooms, it appeared at least she thought so. Lilly walked to the foyer and stared at her new certificate, trying to figure out how Gertrude and a charming, historic inn could possibly coexist.

The doorbell rang, and she jumped, almost knocking over the flower vase that sat beneath the certificate. She could see a dark mop of hair through the upper window of the door.

She opened the door to find a lanky, bespectacled man of about forty carrying a leather laptop case and what looked like camera equipment.

He set the bags down. “Hi there. I’m wondering if you have any rooms for the next few days.”

“Hello, yes, I do have a couple openings. Please come in.” She gestured for him to follow. “I’m Lilly.”

The man ducked down to get through the front door, almost spilling the pens and phone from the front pocket of his button-down shirt. He looked around, and a smile grew on his face. “Beautiful place.” He gazed slowly from room to room. “I’m so sorry, my name’s Dexter. Dexter Gates. I’ll be in town for the festival and raffle, and a lot of places are filled up. Thank goodness you have a room.”

“Come on over to the desk and let’s see what we have, Dexter.” Lilly led him toward the front desk and tapped on the computer. “We have a party of six coming tomorrow, as well as a couple from Kansas City. But looks like we still have room two facing the front lawn . . . and rooms four and nine overlooking the back garden.”

“Nope.” Gertrude called out as she descended the steps and pointed at Dexter. “Nine’s gone. Snooze you lose, Slim Jim.”

It’s already starting. “Gertrude, I’d like to let our guest decide⁠—”

Dexter batted a hand and smiled at Lilly. “No, it’s fine. Room two sounds great.”

Lilly handed him the key card for room two. “Thank you. I apologize. Gertrude here is our new on-site housekeeper.” Did I just say that? “We hadn’t nailed down her room just yet.”

“Not a problem at all. Honestly, I’d have stayed in your back shed, to tell you the truth.” He snickered. “I’m the videographer for the festival and I didn’t realize how popular this event would be. No, you’re doing me a great favor, Lilly. Thank you.” He took the key card and started up the stairs.

“My pleasure. And please join us out in the back garden in a bit, if you’re interested. We often have some drinks and snacks at sunset. Casual. No pressure.”

“Sounds great.”

Lilly stared at Gertrude as Dexter climbed up the stairs. “Gertrude, the guests have to always come first, for all of us, me included.”

She crossed her arms in front of her. “I thought I was a guest.”

This is just like arguing with Ethel. “In a way, yes, but if you work here, we have to accommodate the other guests.”

“Fine. Mr. Dweeb can have my room if he wants to be a sissy about it.”

“It’s Dexter. Or Mr. Gates to us.” Lilly tried to stifle an exasperated sigh. “No, luckily, he seems fine with room two. Let’s just leave it at that.”

“Suit yourself, tootsie.” Gertrude ambled into the kitchen as Eli was coming in the back door from work. He wore his signature loose-fitting pants, tunic shirt, and prayer beads, and his salt-and-pepper hair was tied back in a ponytail with a thin leather strap exposing a variety of neck tattoos. Gertrude gave him the once-over and turned back to Lilly. “Not a bad selection around here.”

“Hey, Eli,” Lilly said, heading into the kitchen. “This is⁠—”

“Wow,” Eli whispered, putting his hand to his chest.

“I know, she looks just like⁠—”

“Ethel.” His eyes were wide.

“Right.” Lilly gestured to Gertrude. “Eli, I’d like you to meet Ethel’s sister, Gertrude.”

“But I thought her sister’s name was⁠—”

“This is Gertrude Edna Wozniak, from Buffalo.”

Still looking slightly dazed, Eli put his hand out. “Well, it is nice to meet you, my sister. I had the honor of knowing Ethel . . . before her untimely departure.”

“You the card player?” Gertrude asked, giving him a long, appraising look.

“Played some cards in my day, yeah.”

“She mentioned you. The holy man from prison.”

He laughed. “Well, not so sure about the holy part. But yes, all true about prison. Ethel and I had some good times playing cards out back.”

Gertrude snickered. “What do you say we keep up the tradition?” She pulled a well-worn deck of cards from her back pocket.

“You’re on.” Eli let out a laugh. “Let me just put my stuff away, and I’ll join you out back in a few.” Eli headed toward the steps as Dexter was coming down. “Hi there, welcome to Magnolia Manor.”

“Hey, thanks, man.” Dexter nodded his head and looked at Lilly. “This is a really friendly place. Very cool.”

“Well, that’s our goal.” Lilly shot a glance at Gertrude. “Okay, everyone, tables are set up in the backyard. There are drinks in the cooler, and I’ll bring out snacks in a minute. Please make yourselves at home. A couple guys are doing some yard work out there—Peter and Brian—but they’re finishing up.”

Lilly walked toward the pantry and pulled out a box of sourdough pretzels and put them into a colorful bowl. She grabbed the fig and rosemary crackers that would go well with the veggie and cheese board she’d made earlier that day. When she walked out to the backyard with the snacks on a large tray, it felt like déjà vu. Gertrude and Eli sat at the far side of the yard playing cards, at a table that they’d dubbed the Ethel table since her death. With the sisters’ likeness, it was downright eerie. “Feel like old times, Eli?”

“Yeah.” He looked back at Gertrude. “Okay, Gert, your deal. Hit me with something good, sister.”

Just as with surly, impossible Ethel, leave it to Eli to make fast friends with Gertrude.

Dexter walked out into the backyard with his video camera. “This garden is sensational, wow.”

“Mostly Brian’s handiwork,” Lilly said, gesturing to Brian who stood near the garden shed with Quigley. “Believe me, in this climate, these plants would take over the place in a week without help.”

“So would the bugs,” Quigley added. “I thought there was something in the shed to combat your aphid problem. They’re eating your zinnias.” He disappeared into the shed for a moment, then called out. “Whoa, I didn’t realize these old chemicals were still in here. These must have been from when your stepfather owned the place. Maybe even before.” He held up a tin canister of powdered pesticides. “Says it kills everything from insects to rats to anything in between. Not sure how I missed disposing of this when you first moved in.”

“Ew, right,” Lilly said. “But my own natural concoction should be in there. Big spray bottle with essence of peppermint, clove, thyme, and fennel. Aphids hate those aromatic oils.” She walked toward the shed and pointed. “Right there. And we should plant the marigolds and the herb garden next to the zinnias to attract ladybugs. Natural predators for aphids.”

Dexter had the video camera pointed at Lilly the entire time. “Impressive. This sound byte showcasing your commitment to natural alternative gardening should go on your website.”

Lilly smiled. “We don’t have a website. Yet.”

“I’d be happy to help you with one, Lilly. My day job’s in graphic art, and I do a lot of web design. Highlight the natural landscaping and the stellar housekeeping. That and your heart-healthy breakfasts—I read my welcome folder in my room—would really be a big seller. People are into all that these days.”

Lilly smiled and was a little embarrassed at the compliment. “Really, you think so? And you would do that for the inn?”

“Definitely. I hear this town’s starting to attract more of those types all the time.”

“Great. More annoying germophobe health freaks,” Gertrude muttered to Eli at the card table.

Eli laughed. “Maybe so. Though  . . . the body is the temple of God, my sister.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Gertrude pulled another airplane bottle of vodka from her Buffalo Bills bag. “Spare me the sermon. Just deal, Rev.”

Eli shot a glance at Lilly and grinned. “So, a Bills fan, eh?”

“Of course. I’m from Buffalo. You?”

“Actually, sorry to say, I’m partial to their arch enemies.”

Gertrude sat back and folded her arms. “Do not tell me the Dolphins.”

“Yup. I was a kid in Miami when they won the ’72 Super Bowl. Been my team ever since. Plus, when you’re in the joint in Florida, if they were feeling generous, they’d let us watch Monday night football. All about the Dolphins. Especially in Dan Marino’s years.”

“Marino? He’s almost a geezer.” She furrowed her brow. “How long were you inside?”

Eli dealt the cards. “Forty years.”

“Hmm.” Gertrude nodded. “Well, Marino’s a pansy.” She slapped her cards on the table. “If we’re talking QBs from the late Eighties, early Nineties, I’d put him up against Jim Kelly any day.”

Dexter panned the yard and held the camera on Eli and Gertrude as they bantered.

“What are you looking at?” Gertrude barked at him.

Dexter gave a start and fumbled the camera for a split second. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to listen in. I don’t know much about football. Not really my thing.”

Gertrude rolled her eyes and mumbled to Eli. “What a shock.”

“But the Bills,” Dexter continued, “don’t they lose a lot?”

Gertrude spun in her chair and a crooked snarl came over her face. “No, they do not lose a lot.”

“Oh.” Dexter moved on to Quigley and Brian who were finishing up in the shed, presumably thinking it was safer territory. He looked at Lilly, who had her hand to her forehead and was mouthing I’m sorry.

Quigley, clearly listening to this exchange, ambled over to Lilly and spoke quietly. “Still hiring her?”

“I know, she’s a little . . . rough around the edges.”

“A little?”

“But after everything with Ethel and all . . . I just want to give her a chance. Maybe she’ll surprise us?”

“Maybe.” Quigley gazed at Lilly for a moment. “Ethel’s death wasn’t your fault, you know. You’re not obligated to hire her.”

“I know, but . . .” Lilly sighed and looked at the ground, then up at Quigley.

“Look, if that’s your decision, I’m on board. You’re a good judge of people.” He grasped her hand. “But, just saying, with how much you’ve been talking about your reviews and worried about making everything perfect, I just wanted to make sure you weren’t choosing gun-toting Buffalo Bills lady only out of some misplaced guilt.”

She knew he was right. I can just see the reviews now. But yes, she did feel sure, for some reason. “She really wants the job. And sounds like she’s a hard worker, so yeah, I’m going to give her a chance.”

“Understood.” Quigley winked at her and walked back to the shed.

Lilly’s phone buzzed. “Anne. What’s up?”

“What’s up is that Carrington’s is completely sold out for the festival, and then this really fancy, persnickety guy shows up demanding a room. Really eccentric, high society art collector who says he’s Baron Carrington’s old colleague. Goes on and on about how Baron taught him the ropes in the business world back in the day like a father.” She sighed. “And since Baron ended up devoting his life to philanthropy and all that, he’s here donating some priceless piece of art from his collection and talking about the importance of reviving the old dinner theater, supporting causes for the arts . . .”

“Well, then maybe he’s not so bad after all.” She looked around the yard. “I’m having an . . . interesting . . . day of my own. But look, I can’t talk now. I do have one room left, if you need to send him over. But I have to warn you, I have a feeling some of my guests may not mix well with a high society artsy type.”

“Oh, you would be saving my life, Lilly! Apparently, the Chamber of Commerce reached out to all of Carrington’s former associates to donate to the raffle, so no wonder there’s not a hotel room left in the area. Okay, his name’s Archibald Worthington. Says he used to come and stay here at the estate when he knew Baron as a young man, so I guess he thought he’d have special accommodations for life, like some kind of standing reservation.”

“Oh, sounds familiar. Like Marissa.”

“Yeah, just way less fun than your mother, trust me. Oh, and I should warn you, he’s really finicky about germs, always washing his hands and carrying around all these health drinks and vitamins. I told him how charming and historic your inn is. He’s grumbling, but coming around, I hope. Sorry, I hate to send you a difficult guest, but I didn’t know who else to turn to and⁠—”

“Don’t worry. We’ll do our best. I’ll save my last room for one Archibald Worthington.” She snickered. “That name makes him sound like a billionaire.”

“He probably is.” Anne was in her late twenties and one of Lilly’s first friends in Drifter’s Cove. She’d recently taken on her first hotel managerial role, the challenging task of managing the historic Carrington Estate Hotel following wealthy Baron Carrington’s passing.

“Okay, we’ll do the best we can.”

“Thank you! I’m so relieved. I’ll see you tomorrow at the raffle, right?”

“You got it, Annie. I have the booth right across from the library. Take a deep breath and have a good night.”

Gertrude walked past Lilly to get to the drink cooler. “Busy week, huh?”

“Yes. And I just found out that a very distinguished, very discriminating guest will be joining us for the next few days. He’s a bit of a . . . neatnik and doesn’t like germs, so we’ll have to be on our best behavior.”

She looked into the cooler. “Sounds aggravating.”

“Gertrude . . .”

“Yeah, yeah, best behavior. I got it.” She popped the cap off a bottle of beer and headed back to the card table.

Lilly threw her head back and sighed. Give me strength.

About half an hour later, Lilly was in the kitchen refilling the pretzel bowl when the doorbell rang. She walked to the front door where a perfectly coiffed head of white hair was visible through the door’s upper window. She took a deep breath. A persnickety, germophobic, billionaire art collector named Archibald. And Gertrude.
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Lilly braced herself and opened the door. On the porch stood a tall, perfectly bronzed man of perhaps sixty. His cream-colored suit was impeccably tailored to accentuate his frame, and the gold pocket square highlighted his Rolex as it gleamed in the rays of the evening sunset. Behind him stood a beleaguered cab driver, lugging numerous bulging bags.

“Hello, you must be Mr. Worthington. I’m Lilly. Please come in.”

The man put his chin in the air as he stepped into the foyer. He glanced at the certificate above the table and gave a subtle nod. “Hello, Lilly. I trust the help at Carrington’s has informed you of my needs.”

The help? “Uh, yes, Anne, the executive manager, informed me of your dilemma. I’m sorry that this wasn’t your first choice, but I certainly hope we can accommodate you so there are no ruffles in your vacation plans.”

“I should hope the same.” He motioned to the cab driver to carry his bags inside.

Lilly glanced at the cabbie who shrugged and looked back at his cab that sat running at the end of the front walk. “And we’ll take your bags from here, sir. Not to worry.” She nodded at the cab driver who shot back an appreciative grin. “Come over here to the desk, and we’ll get you the key to your room.” She picked up two of the bags, half-dragging them toward the desk as Brian entered the kitchen and had a clear shot of the front door.

Brian hurried toward them and smiled nervously at Archibald. “Hello, sir.” He glanced at Lilly and took the bags from her. “I’ve got them.”

“Thanks.” She stepped to the desk, and Archibald strode in her direction with his head held high like a king walking to his coronation. “We have one room left, sir. Room four, overlooking the back garden. I hope you will find it as lovely as our other guests.”

“I hope the same.” He held out a perfectly manicured hand to take the key card from Lilly and headed up the stairs, staring back at Brian and nodding to follow him with his luggage.

“Some of the guests like to convene in the back garden in the evenings, so if you’re so inclined, feel free.” Lilly followed them up the stairs, thankful for Brian’s brute strength, as he effortlessly ascended the steps with the enormous bags.

“The back garden? I trust they will not disturb my sleep. My herbal sleep protocols commence at 8:30 sharp and by nine p.m., I expect to be entering my first REM cycle and will need quiet.”

“Yes, of course. We will do our level best to accommodate your . . . REM cycle needs.” Lilly noticed one enormous suitcase labeled tinctures, herbs, vitamins, electrolytes, barley grass and kelp shots.

They entered room four and Brian went to place a suitcase on the bed.

“Not there!” Archibald barked. “What were you thinking? Do you know how many microbes live on the bottom of suitcases that have grazed the floors of germ-infested airports?”

Brian looked horrified and trembled slightly. “I-I’m so sorry. Excuse me, sir.” He held both bags hovering above the floor. “Where would you like them, sir?”

“Tinctures and herbs will go on the window seat. And the clothing bag goes here on the luggage rack.” He turned to Lilly. “I trust the room is amply supplied with hand sanitizer?”

“Uh, yes. There’s a tiny bottle in the bathroom, but I can certainly get you more. Coming right up.”

“Thank you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must organize my health supplements.” Lilly and Brian headed for the door as Archibald opened the tincture bag, revealing multiple cascading inserts and compartments labeled by contents, time, and date of administration. Lilly wondered how much more organizing was possibly left to do.

“Have a good evening, sir,” Lilly said. “And please don’t hesitate to call if you need us for anything at all.”

He gave a stately turn from the tincture bag and nodded. “Thank you, Lilly.” He glanced at Brian. “And you, too, young man.”

Brian seemed to force a smile and started for the stairs. Lilly closed the door behind them and followed Brian.

“Thank you for putting up with that,” she said to him. “He’s obviously used to ordering people around.”

“It’s okay. If there’s one thing a Marine knows how to do, it’s follow orders.” He let out a quiet laugh. “He wasn’t that bad. Maybe has his own problems.”

“That’s a very generous way to look at it.” She put her hand on Brian’s shoulder. “I told you you’ll do fine with customer service. Hey, if you can make that guy happy, you can make anyone happy.” Lilly laughed and could see Brian still shaking ever so slightly. “But what do you say we go hang out with Eli and Quigley and the gardenias in the backyard?”

He gave a faint smile. “Sounds great.”
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The next morning, Lilly awoke before sunup after having a restless night, preoccupied with how to please Archibald Worthington while getting Gertrude up and running on her first day and also checking in the day’s guests. As she lay in bed, she thought of all that needed to be accomplished before she left for her 10:00 a.m. meeting at the FBI office. With Archibald’s obvious health obsession, this morning’s anti-aging continental breakfast had to be perfect, not to mention the housekeeping service for his guest room. But since she’d turned in early the night before while a lively card game was still in progress in the backyard, task number one was making sure the backyard didn’t look like an all-night tailgate party.

As she threw on yoga pants and a tank top, she stopped. That lovely aroma. The heavenly pungent, roasted smell of coffee brewing. Eli. She walked out of her caretaker’s quarters into the kitchen and flicked on the light as Eli was coming down the stairs in a karate gi for his sunrise tai chi ritual in the backyard on the bocce ball court. “Hey, thanks for starting the coffee.”

He smiled and shook his head. “Wasn’t me.”

“What?” Lilly peered out the back door into the yard to see, by the glow of the streetlight, Gertrude rolling the tables back to the shed and then disposing of a bag of garbage into the outside can. “Gertrude?”

“Looks like it,” Eli said, looking over Lilly’s shoulder. “She kicked my butt at poker last night.” He snickered. “Must be an early riser.”

“Right.” Lilly watched as the slight woman moved with swift, practiced efficiency, leaving the yard without a trace of the night before. “I didn’t even ask her to do that.” She looked back to the counter to see the morning fare prepped and ready—homemade muesli of oats, nuts, hemp seeds, raisins, and pumpkin seeds ready for the quick cooker. She opened the fridge to find bowls of blueberries, sliced kiwi, Greek and coconut yogurts, and silver pitchers of green smoothie, coffee cream, 2% milk, and almond creamer. She turned to Eli and pointed to the fridge.

He shook his head. “Nope, not me either.”

“You think Gertrude did all this?”

“Wouldn’t doubt it. Gert might be a little prickly, but I’ll bet she’s a hard worker. The same for our departed sister Ethel.”

Lilly thought of Ethel. How her withered frame and calloused hands, just like Gertrude’s, likely bespoke decades of early rising for a long day of work ahead.

“Hey, beauty sleepers,” Gertrude greeted, walking in the back door. “Okay, girlie, I saw the health nut menu in my room, so I got your grub ready to roll, and I just need some official duds before I head up to Clean Freak’s room.”

Okay, so clearly there’s still some training left to do.

Gertrude stepped into the pantry and put her ear close to the pipe running down the wall. “He’s up. I can hear him walking around. Room four must be right above here.” She turned to Lilly. “You know you can hear everything from in here?”

“Yes, actually I do. Funny thing about these old houses, I guess. How did you know he was in room four?”

“I’m psychic.” She shot Lilly a mocking glance and rolled her eyes. “Because when I got here, there were only rooms nine, two, and four left. I took nine, Geek Squad took two, so Clean Freak had to be in four.”

Charming.

Eli nodded and erupted in a laugh. “How you doing this morning, Gert?”

Gertrude gave him a long appraising stare. “Hanging in there, Bruce Lee.”

He patted her on the shoulder. “Good. Okay, sun’s almost up. I’ll catch you two a little later.” Eli walked into the yard and started stretching and spinning, with Gertrude looking on with an amazed expression. “Huh. Would you look at that.”

“Eli’s an interesting guy.” Lilly laughed as she started the muesli in the rice cooker. “Thanks so much for what you’ve done this morning. The yard, the breakfast. I was just getting ready to do it all myself.”

“Well, you got old Gert now. You can take a load off.” She looked into Lilly’s quarters. “This your room?”

“Yes.”

Gertrude looked down at her stained T-shirt and paint-splattered shorts that must have been stuffed in the Buffalo Bills tote. “How about I borrow some clothes until I get my uniform.” She headed into Lilly’s room and began to pull drawers open.

Lilly hurried behind her to fend off further random rummaging. “Uh, sure.” She opened the closet door and grabbed a light blue cotton tunic top and matching loose pants. “How’s this for today?”

Gertrude wrinkled her nose. “Not really my style. But it’ll have to do.” Gertrude took the clothes, left the room, and headed up the steps.

Lilly wondered what exactly her style might be. She set out the breakfast items on the counter next to the cloth napkins, silverware, stacks of plates, and a row of white coffee cups. She heard footsteps and turned to the stairs. Archibald. His white linen shirt and trousers matched his perfectly styled white hair and accented his tan. He carried a sleek white case.

“Good morning, sir. I hope you slept well.”

“Yes, for the most part.” He looked at the spread, raised an eyebrow, and gave a nearly imperceptible approving nod. He opened the case on the kitchen table to reveal inner folds of zippered compartments of tablets, capsules, and vials of green liquid. Each was labeled with a time and a category—cleansing, immune boost, liver flush, and more.

Lilly couldn’t stop staring at the case. It did seem more than a tad excessive. Then again, looking at sixty-year-old Archibald’s perfect complexion, tall, trim stature, full head of hair, and clear blue eyes, maybe he was on to something. “I hope you enjoy. We’ll service your room while you’re having breakfast if you’d like.”

“Yes, that will be fine.” He carefully spooned the muesli into a small bowl and ladled blueberries and kiwi over top. He took a juice glass of green smoothie and stared at the coffee. “Is this made from organic, water-decaffeinated beans?”

Uh, decaf. “Oh, I’m so sorry, no. But I do have organic decaf teas, if that’s acceptable.”

Archibald sighed. “I suppose so.”

“I should have put them out.” She grabbed the assorted tea box from the pantry as well as the electric tea kettle. “The water will be ready in a minute. Meanwhile, I’ll tidy up your room.”

Lilly hurried up the stairs to room four to find Gertrude in her pale blue outfit, her thinning hair in a tiny ponytail, zipping around the room like a fireball. She stood at the door as the slight woman made the bed with hospital corners, fluffed the pillows, and then whizzed around the bathroom, wiping every surface with exacting attention. “Wow, Gertrude. I was just coming to do this room.” The fresh, crisp aroma of lemon and pine let her know she was too late.

“No need. All done.” She looked around and gave a satisfied nod. “From what you said, figured this one would go for the sanitized hospital style.”

Lilly chuckled. “Yes, probably right.” She looked at Gertrude as she gathered the cleaning supplies into the bucket.

“I found this stuff in the hall closet, figured it was okay.”

“Yes, of course. Thanks.”

“You don’t have to keep thanking me. You’re gonna pay me, aren’t you?”

“Well, yes, of course, but I just mean . . . I appreciate how you’ve anticipated what we needed to do this morning, here on your first day before I even explained it to you.”

“Like I told you, tootsie, I know what it takes to run a place. You just leave it to old Gert.” She picked up the bucket of supplies and walked into the hallway. “I’ll check the breakfast, then work on the rooms for today’s check-ins.”

“That’s great.” Lilly thought about how there were three sixty-ish individuals at Magnolia Manor and how different they appeared. Hard-working Gert who referred to herself as ‘old’ with her wrinkled and scarred face, skinny frame, and calloused hands. Athletic and limber Eli whose age would be impossible to guess save for a little gray in his hair. And perfect Archibald, who looked perfectly preserved, like a model out of a magazine. She smiled to herself. I’m glad I gave Gert a chance.

Lilly ambled down the stairs to find Gertrude refilling the bowls and prepping a new batch of muesli for the rice cooker as Archibald sipped his tea. The thought of those two alone in the same room made her nervous. But maybe if Gertrude stayed busy, she’d keep her comments to herself.

Dexter arrived in the kitchen, holding his video camera. “Check out this breakfast. This is amazing, Lilly.”

“Actually, all Gertrude’s work. She’s a pro.”

“Nice.” Dexter poured himself some coffee and sat at the table where Archibald was engrossed in his morning supplement routine. He looked quizzically at the case’s many compartments. “Wow, you’re organized.”

Archibald gave an annoyed-sounding sigh. “Good health and avoidance of infection is a commitment not all are ready to make.” Having taken multiple capsules, tinctures, and tablets, he zipped the compartments, folded the case, and stood up. “Thank you, Lilly. The breakfast was . . . surprisingly adequate.” He headed for the stairs.

Gertrude turned around from the counter with a snarl but caught Lilly’s horrified gaze, then she batted a hand and rolled her eyes, making a zipper gesture over her mouth.

Phew! One awkward, insulting moment averted, at least. Lilly called after him. “You’re welcome, Mr. Worthington.” She sighed and turned to Dexter. “So, Dexter, you said you’re a graphic artist by trade?”

He nodded. “Yeah, but with AI closing in, we’re losing a lot of business. That’s why I picked up this side gig. He patted the camera. “Weddings, events. But where I live—St. Pete— there’s a lot of competition. So, when I saw the ad for the festival, I figured I’d check into it. Doesn’t pay much, since it’s a benefit to raise money, but at least it will give me a chance for some extra exposure. Plus, I needed to get out of town.” He fiddled with his wedding ring and suddenly appeared downcast.

Gertrude was watching him. “Wife kick you out?”

Lilly shot her another wide-eyed look—this time, too late.

He gave a humorless chuckle. “Not exactly. But we’re on the rocks, you could say. After twenty years. I thought it would never happen. We seemed so perfect for each other when we met in college.” He took a sip of coffee. “Both art majors.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.” Lilly leaned toward him. “Well, we’re really glad you’re here.”

“Thanks. It’s okay. I probably should have seen it coming, actually. We may have both been art majors, but that’s where the connection probably ended, I hate to say. I’m more into techy stuff, graphics, video, even comic books. She’s all about fine arts. Big expensive trips to Paris and the Louvre. Italy and the Sistine Chapel.” He stared at the flowering, coral-colored hibiscus bush out the back door and pointed. “She loves hibiscus. Anything of beauty, really. She herself is really beautiful. But she comes from money. I was on work-study to get through college. So, I guess it’s no surprise.” He sat silently for a moment and stared at the wall. “Plus, I think she’s seeing someone.”

“Ugh, that’s terrible.” Lilly’s face showed her concern.

“Oh, cry me a river,” Gertrude said, seeming finally unable to hold it in. “It’s life.”

“Gert!” Lilly glared at her.

“I’m just saying! Slim Jim’s probably right. They don’t match. Better to rip the Band-Aid off and admit it.”

Lilly shook her head at Gertrude, who returned to slicing fruit at the counter. Lilly thought of her own past relationship struggles things—things were going well with Quigley now, but that hadn’t always been the case. “Love’s not easy, is it?”

“Nope.” Dexter took the cap off the camera and looked around the kitchen. “Anyway, enough about me. How about I capture a little of your healthy breakfast for the website?”

“Sure, if you really want to,” Lilly said.

Dexter began filming the colorful breakfast counter and then panned to the backyard where Eli was finishing his workout. “Wow, check him out. You think he’d mind if I record a little?”

Lilly looked out the back door at Eli performing a flying roundhouse kick. “No, he’s pretty chill. About everything.”

Dexter walked slowly into the backyard with Lilly following as the rays of the morning sun bathed the ferns, zinnias, and gardenias. “Your garden looks amazing in this light, Lilly.”

“It does, doesn’t it?”

Eli glanced at Dexter and his camera. “Hey, there. On the job early today, eh?”

“Yeah, man, I hope you don’t mind. This is great light. And you’re pretty awesome. You like a black belt or something?”

“Or something.” Eli laughed. “But time to go in. Got to go to the day job, brother.”

“I better do the same,” Lilly chimed in. “But you stay out here as long as you want, Dexter.”

Lilly felt a strange ease overtake her as she walked into her caretaker’s quarters to get ready for her morning FBI meeting. She called out to Gertrude. “I usually clean up the breakfast when I get back from a morning meeting.”

“I got it, don’t worry about it. Plus, Marine Boy’s gonna be here any minute.”

“Who?”

“The kid. The Marine. Brian, I think he said. Seems like a good egg.” She wiped the counter. “We got it covered, chickie. Go to work. Get outta here. Skedaddle.” She flicked her hand toward Lilly like she was shooing away a bug.

It was hard to believe, but she really did trust Gertrude to work the breakfast and prep the rooms for the new guests arriving that afternoon. Of course, her ongoing unedited commentary was another story. Then again, Lilly thought, maybe Brian’s polite, accommodating nature would offset Gert’s . . . unique . . . personality just as her fearless initiative might help embolden Brian to come out of his shell.

“Overall, things are really looking up,” she whispered aloud and smiled into her mirror.

Famous last words.
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Lilly pulled onto Main Street in front of the FBI cold case office in her white SUV—the new company SUV, that was, given the inn’s original van had, well, exploded into bits with Ethel in it. Lilly shook her head as if that would erase the grotesque image from her mind. She thought of Eli’s words over the last few months. “She’s in a better place. A place with no work or worry.” I sure hope he’s right.

She bounded up the couple of stairs to the office, arriving a few minutes in advance of the ten o’clock start. Agent Gerber sat in his usual chair, and she slid into hers beside him. “Hey, there. Armstrong here yet?”

“Yeah, he’s back there in the office. Really on a roll this morning.”

“Sounds like a new case coming our way.” Lilly peered toward the back office.

“That’s my guess.”

The other agents filed in as lead agent Brock Armstrong emerged from the back office with a stack of files and stood at the whiteboard. Though Lilly had made great strides with Armstrong accepting her as part of the team, particularly due to her investigative work leading to cracking several prior cold cases, she knew he had never been thrilled to have civilians on his team. So, for Lilly, it felt as if she had to prove herself anew with every case.

“Okay, people, let’s get started. Short and sweet meeting this morning.” He grabbed a marker and wrote on the board. “Today we start a new case, the Sizzle Strangler. Not as old as some of our prior cold cases, but as we know, cold doesn’t necessarily mean old. The Bureau and the state of Florida only have so much funding and manpower to devote to cases that are not making progress toward resolution. We aim to change all that. This maniac’s killed ten women and the last kill was 2022.”

“So, Sizzle, as in the dating site?” Agent Perez asked.

“Right.” Armstrong picked up a file. “We’re thinking it could be a copycat case. You all remember the Tinder Swindler?”

“The killer who used the social media site Tinder to set up dates with rich women to steal their money,” Lilly said.

“Exactly. Except this evil SOB went beyond manipulating and swindling them out of their fortunes. When they became emotionally involved with him and wanted to meet in person, not just over social media, they ended up strangled to death.”

“So nothing since 2022?” Gerber asked.

“No. The theory is that law enforcement got too close to catching him the last time he killed, so he may be laying low. Or he may be back at it. Or dead. We don’t know. But it’s our mission to find out. There are families of these victims who want and deserve justice.”

“The Tinder Swindler used multiple identities,” Lilly said. “Same with this guy?”

“Same thing. And apparently, he’s good at it.” Armstrong started passing out folders to each agent. “These are your assignments—the angle I want addressed and researched before the next meeting.”

Lilly watched as each agent received a folder. She waited, but her folder never came. She met Gerber’s eye and shrugged.

He raised his hand.

“Yes, Gerber.”

“Just a suggestion, sir, but I think it may help the team if Livingston was able to take a research angle since she singlehandedly brought down the last⁠—”

“How about if I want your opinion, Gerber, I’ll ask for it.” He glared at Gerber, and then at Lilly. “These are official FBI assignments. It’s not amateur sleuth hour.”

Lilly shot a glance to Gerber as if to say thanks for trying.

“Any other questions before we convene?” He looked around the room. “Perez.”

“Yes, sir, I just wanted to ask if maybe I could work on my assignment with Livingston since she really helped me see something the last time and⁠—”

“Perez, enough!” He crossed his arms. “Do I look like I need help passing out assignments?”

Perez slumped in his seat. “No, sir.”

“Thank you! That will be all for today.” He took a deep breath, his face red. “We want to go deep on this, people. Tomorrow, I want to hear ideas. We’re bringing this maniac down. Got it?”

The group united in a “yes, sir” as they took their folders and gathered their belongings.

“Okay, dismissed.”

Lilly got up and looked squarely at Agent Armstrong.

He sighed audibly. “It’s nothing personal, Livingston.”

Lilly gave a small smile and respectful nod, but inwardly she felt that same old sense of disappointment—and resolve. She put her messenger bag over her shoulder and walked out onto Main Street where vendors were starting to put up their booths for the festival and raffle. She looked down the sidewalk toward the library. There stood Penelope Quibblesworth, the eccentric town librarian, in one of her many getups. No trip to Main Street was complete without at least a brief visit to the library since Penelope took over.

“Hey, Penelope, new outfit?”

“Hello, Lilly.” Penelope was holding a stack of books and nodded her welcome. She wore a ruffled collar and odd hairpiece—a bald head with tufts of curly hair at the ears and a pointy beard. “Not new. A classic. In honor of our new community theater that we hope will soon be gracing our presence after many years.”

“Ah, the Bard.”

“Of course.”

“Where’s Raven?” Lilly asked, referring to Penelope’s 1959 Chevy Impala. “No street parking today, huh?”

“That’s right. My Raven has been relegated to a side street. They’ll make you move this . . . vehicle of yours as well.” She pointed to Lilly’s SUV, then turned to the wooden table propping the library door open and placed the books neatly in a row. “My hope is that one day the new theater will perform such wonderful works as these: Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Hamlet, The Merchant of Venice…”

“What about Macbeth?” Lilly asked, pointing toward the stack.

Penelope leaped into the library in horror. “We do not say that aloud! It is the Scottish Play.” She clutched the copy of Macbeth to her chest. “The M word is a curse!”

“Oh, that’s right.”

“How could you forget? Do you know nothing about the theater?”

“Apparently not enough. I-I don’t usually curse,” Lilly said, confused. “I . . . apologize?”

“Your heathen ignorance is forgiven this once.” She looked squarely at Lilly. “As the great poet Alexander Pope once wrote, to err is human, to forgive, divine.”

Always an adventure at the library. “So, a bald wig. Interesting.” Lilly recalled Penelope’s extensive wig collection from the time she and Anne ventured to Penelope’s home for undercover costumes to wear to a 1920s event for an FBI case. “I do recall you have quite a selection.”

“Yes, I do. You could say it’s a bit of an obsession. A secret vice.”

“Ooooh, sounds scandalous.” Lilly stifled a laugh.

“Well, I for one hope the festival and raffle bring in the necessary funds for the theater’s restoration. I understand the work was appraised at nearly $100,000, half of which is being donated by the Carrington estate’s philanthropic funds.” She gestured to a festive flapper dress hanging on a hanger. “You recall this dress, I’m sure.”

“My flapper dress. Sure do. Blanche had a good time in that thing.”

“Well, it will be my donation to the raffle. A genuine 1920 hand-sewn sequined flapper dress with matching cloche hat and pearls.” She looked at the ensemble with affection. “Though I do hate to part with it.”

“That’s generous of you, Penelope. Hey, it’s for a good cause. I’ll be donating a weekend getaway at the inn.”

“Lovely.” She looked at Lilly. “And I do appreciate the fact that without your work to solve the Nathan Woodruff case, the downtown would have been turned into a chintzy casino instead of having it restored to its historic grandeur. The Starlight Playhouse was a special place and will be again.” Penelope looked over Lilly’s head and her face lit up. “Now there is a unique and catchy accessory.”

Lilly turned to see a man setting up his booth several feet from the library, sporting a yellow spotted snake curling around his neck. He put up a sign over his booth: Blake’s Snakes and Airboat Rides.

“Hey, ladies! I’m Blake. Y’all have a booth?”

“Hey, there. I’m Lilly, and this is Penelope.” Lilly gestured to Penelope who gave a small bow, making sure to keep her bald wig from tumbling forward. “Actually, I’ll be just a couple tables down from you, Blake. I own Magnolia Manor.”

“What! You’re Pete’s girl!” He gave Lilly a bear hug that pulled her off her feet. The snake started to curl around both of them as Lilly gasped. “Quigley’s a lucky guy. And you’ve got about the best dude there is. We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

Lilly held her breath as he stepped back and the snake re-coiled around his neck. “Oh, really? That’s . . . really great.” Lilly blinked, unsure of what just happened.

“Oh, yeah. We used to run around all over these parts—the swamp, the forest. Caught every kind of critter there is. Don’t know if you know it, but Quigley’s about the best shot you’ll ever see. A rifle, pistol, bow and arrow. The guy can hit the eye of a gator from a mile away.” He let out a hearty laugh. “Speaking of, the booth next to me has the best gator nuggets in Florida.”

“Blake!” a familiar voice called out. “Hey, hon! I see you brought Junior.”

Blake patted the snake. “Wouldn’t leave home without him. How you been, Doris?”

Doris waddled up to the table, a few strands of her bleach-blonde beehive flying in the breeze. “Oh, fair to middlin’, hon. Busy at the tax office and been knitting and embroidering up a storm to get ready for the raffle.” She held up her knitting basket full of colorful booties and framed embroidery. “I think I’m gonna bring in a load with these.” She looked at his sign. “So, snake petting and airboat rides for you?”

“You know it, Miss Doris. Nothin’ says Florida like a good ol’ ride through the swamp on an airboat, huh? We try to get as up close and personal to a gator as we can.” He nodded. “Always a crowd favorite.”

“Hey, Doris,” Lilly said. “Looks like we’re sharing a booth. You can have most of it. All I need is a little space for my brochures, so feel free to spread out.”

“Aw, thanks, hon, you’re just as sweet as pie!” She proceeded to pull items out of her knitting basket and arrange them on the booth table. “There’s Dixie. Hey, girl!” she called out to a woman carrying a large bucket of flowers. “I hear Dixie’s Flowers is donating a free monthly bouquet for a year.”

“And who’s this pretty little wildflower over there?” Blake asked, leaning in the direction of a VW van and a slim, blonde woman of perhaps thirty wearing a flower in her hair, a tie-dyed shirt, colorful string bracelets, and Birkenstocks. Her VW was plastered with bumper stickers. The sign on her booth read Harmony Jade’s Hair Braids and Henna Tattoos. Bob Dylan’s Blowing in the Wind blasted out from the VW. “Cute thing doesn’t seem old enough to know a Dylan song, now does she?” He looked more closely at the van. “Apparently, she wants to save the whales and hug some trees.” He nodded as he gave her a long appraising look. “Passionate. That’s good.”

Doris laughed. “Now you keep your eyes in your head, young man!” She watched as the woman set up her booth. Doris patted her beehive. “No hair braids for me but could be time for a tattoo. C’mon, Lilly, what do you say?”

Lilly laughed. “I don’t know, Doris. You might just be a little too wild for me.”

The young woman in the tie-dye started arguing with a uniformed policeman about moving her VW van.

Blake nodded and smiled. “Hmm, feisty little thing.”

Lilly shook her head and laughed. “I have to get back to the inn and grab my brochures. I’ll be back. Plus, I have a very distinguished guest who’ll be coming with me. He’s staying at the inn, and I’m really trying to make a good impression.”

“Who is he, hon?”

“Archibald Worthington. Very wealthy art collector and old colleague of Baron Carrington’s. He’ll have a booth as well. He’s a little … particular, so I better be back on time.”

“Worthington.” Doris narrowed her eyes. “About six feet tall, sixty-ish, a stone-cold silver fox?”

“Uh, maybe?” Lilly forced a smile. “Why, do you know him?”

“Just saw pictures of him at the Chamber office. He’s like a guest celebrity from the art world or something. And if it’s the same one, I saw him yesterday. Here on Main Street.”

“Really? Well, he checked into the inn last evening.”

“He was with a very striking young lady. They even strolled by Dixie’s, and he bought her a single red rose. So romantic.” She looked at Lilly. “Not that I was watching or anything.”

“No, you’d never do that.”

“You kidding?” Blake said, slapping his thigh. “Doris knows more about what goes on in this town than anyone.”

“Oh, you hush!” Doris said, batting a hand at Blake.

“See you soon, guys,” Lilly said, waving. “Really nice to meet you, Blake. And Junior.”

“Well, nice to finally meet Quigley’s girl. Getting info out of that guy’s like pulling teeth.”

Lilly laughed. “You’re right!” She jumped in her SUV and slowly drove around the vendor tables until she turned off Main Street and toward the inn. Just hope Gertrude hasn’t eaten anyone alive since I’ve been gone.


CHAPTER 7
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Lilly entered the foyer to find Gertrude checking in three of the men from the party of six that had reserved rooms, as Brian assisted with their luggage.

“Early arrivals here, chickie. Hope you don’t mind I’m putting them in rooms ten, eleven, and twelve.”

A small smile grew on Lilly’s face. “No, that’s great. Just what I would have done.” She looked at the reservation book. “So, the couple from Kansas City should be here shortly and also the rest of this party of six. You sure you’re⁠—”

“I got it. Don’t worry. Just go to your hoedown or wherever you’re going.” She leaned toward Lilly. “And just so you know, Clean Freak asked me to touch up his room twice in the last hour, so we better get an A+ from that guy.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice. Thanks for being so willing, Gert.” She let out a humorless chuckle. “And maybe call him Mr. Worthington, at least to his face, please.”

Gert didn’t look up from the desk. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

“Let me help you with that, sir,” Brian said to one of the guests, picking up his duffel bag.

Lilly caught Brian’s eye and gave him an encouraging wink. “I just need a stack of our new brochures.” She leaned over Gert and opened a desk drawer. “The ones showing the new breakfast and all.” She grabbed a handful just as Archibald was descending the stairs with a velvet-covered bundle the size of a shoebox in one hand and a phone to his ear with the other.

He was smiling and whispering before ending the call. He stared at Lilly. “I am ready to depart for the event.”

“Very good.” Lilly eyed the box. “Looks like something special under all that velvet.”

“My prized Egyptian chalice made of carved ivory.” He looked sternly at Lilly. “And this, for your information, is imported, hypoallergenic, Parisian velvet.”

“Yes, of course.”

Gertrude peered at the box and gave a mocking laugh. “Oh, give me a break, Archie.” She mimicked him in a tiny chipmunk voice. “‘Parisian velvet. Hypoallergenic.’”

Lilly gasped and shot her a furious look.

Archibald snapped his head in her direction and appeared more shocked than angry at Gertrude’s display. He opened his mouth to speak but then closed it again as if not having any words. He glanced at his Rolex and turned to Lilly. “You do realize it is 11:49 a.m.”

“Yes. I think we’ll have plenty of time, though, since the raffle tables won’t be open yet and the participants won’t be introduced until one p.m.”

He looked at Lilly with a stern expression. “I will need time to get situated and provide an adequate environment for an artifact of this magnitude.” His phone pinged an alarm. “That is my ten-minute warning telling me that the alarm for my noon immune protocol will be going off shortly.”

“Noon protocol?” Lilly asked.

He looked down his nose. “Of course. I will be out in a crowd of strangers. Out with the masses of humanity. So I am bringing my hourly protocols here in my travel case.” He patted a white leather case with multiple compartments attached to his belt. “The sheer volume of pathogens waiting to be encountered at a . . . street event . . . of this nature would boggle the mind. But like my predecessor and mentor, Baron Carrington, I will meet the masses head on in the name of the arts.” He put his chin in the air.

“It’s getting deep in here,” Gert mumbled.

Lilly glared at Gertrude with wide eyes and a furrowed brow.

“What?” She rolled her eyes and muttered under her breath. “Guy acts like he’s curing cancer.”

“I understand completely, Mr. Worthington,” Lilly said. “I’m ready. And just know that I can drive you back whenever you’d like to return. We have some healthy refreshments always waiting for you here at Magnolia Manor.”

He carried the box with care to the front door. “I have plans after the event this evening. Therefore, neither a ride nor refreshments will be required.”

“Of course.” Lilly opened the front door and gestured to her SUV parked at the end of the walkway. “It’s only a few minutes drive, so you should be on time for your . . . protocol.”

“Very well.”

“Hey, guys, see you there!” Dexter yelled from the stairs, carrying his camera case and wearing a clown costume. “Get ready for your fifteen minutes of fame.”

Lilly stifled a laugh as she stood on the porch.

“I know,” he said, pulling off the mask. “But they want me to wear it.” He rolled his eyes. “To promote the carnival atmosphere.”

“I see. Well, it looks great, Dexter. You need a ride?”

“No, some reps from the Arts Council are picking me up in a few. Thanks, though.”

Gertrude stood with her hands on her hips at the desk. “Well, get outta here then, Poindexter! You’ve been driving me crazy following me around with that stupid thing!”

“Gertrude,” Lilly began, then sighed.

Dexter glanced at Lilly with a sheepish expression then turned back to Gertrude. “Sorry, I was showcasing the cleanliness like Lilly wanted me to.”

“Great. How about showcasing your behind heading out the door.” Gertrude flapped her hand, shooing him away. “Now, beat it.”

Lilly stood in the walkway and shook her head.

Quigley was right.

Ethel the second.

[image: ]


Main Street was a madhouse when they arrived. Lilly let Archibald off at the nearest spot to his booth, which was a few tables down from the one she shared with Doris. She parked behind the library, leaving plenty of room for Raven, and headed to the street.

When she arrived, she saw Archibald standing his booth, having placed the box on the table and opened the inner velvet flaps, exposing the chalice. He glanced at his Rolex, removed his white case from his belt, unzipped one compartment of capsules, then another containing a small green bottle labeled barley green-kelp, and washed the capsules down with the green drink.

Doris watched him with a confused look, then headed straight for him, pointing to the chalice. “Hi, hon! Whatcha got there? Like a beer mug?”

His face looked aghast, and he quickly folded the rose-pink velvet cover over the chalice, as if to create a force field from, as he would say, the masses. “This happens to be an Egyptian ivory chalice from the 4th century A.D. A prized piece of art.”

“Oh, it’s so cute! Oh, my goodness, hon, this is such a coinkydink. You will just die! I do art, too!” She held up one of her embroidered items in a plastic pink frame that read Every cloud has a silver lining with a sun peeking out from behind a cloud. She looked at it fondly, read the saying aloud, and smiled warmly at Archibald. “Isn’t that just so true? Here, I want you to have it.” She placed the pink frame next to the velvet box. “And they even match!”

Archibald took an enormous breath as if he’d been holding it ever since Doris arrived.

Anne and a group from Carrington’s Estate walked into view and started to set up their booth across the street from Lilly, Doris, and Archibald. “Hey, Lilly!”

Lilly waved and noticed that a stunning woman in a form-fitting blue dress waved back. But not to her. To Archibald, who stood smiling and blushing over his velvet box and newly acquired embroidery.

“That’s her.” Doris nudged Lilly and pointed to the woman, then to Archibald. “See what I mean?”

Anne came over to their booth. “You ready for all this?”

“As I’ll ever be.” Lilly straightened her brochures, sure to leave ample room for Doris’s creations. “So, who is that pretty lady in your group who waved at Archibald Worthington?”

“One of the patrons of the Arts Council. Isabella . . . something. Why?”

“Just for such a persnickety aristocrat, he sure turns to mush around her.”

Anne winced. “He’s really giving you a hard time, isn’t he? I’m so sorry.” Anne looked over at Archibald’s booth as he unfolded his compartmented case of supplements. “What’s he doing?”

Lilly stared at him with a bewildered look. “His hourly immune support protocol. Apparently, we, the masses, carry the motherlode of bacteria, infections, and pathogens.”

“Oh. We do?” She frowned and watched him methodically arrange the capsules. “Hourly?”

“Yup.”

“You’d sure never know he’s from Drifter’s Cove.”

Lilly put her hands on her hips. “Get out. He is?”

“That’s what one of the Carrington reps told me when they were setting up the raffle and the benefit for the arts. Supposedly, they wanted mega rich, connected people who were originally from the general area. Figured they’d be more invested in restoring the theater, I guess.”

“Wow. I mean, I can see him from Crystal Beach maybe. But never would have taken him for a native Drifter’s Cove guy.” She looked at the booth in front of the FBI office, where Blake and Junior were working the crowd. “Now some others, yes.”

“Who’s ready for gator nuggets?” Doris called out, pointing to the gator nugget table with a wide smile.

Lilly forced a smile and watched Archibald put his nose in the air and turn away. “Maybe later, Doris. But I see down toward the Simpson House there are a bunch of food tables.” She squinted. “Looks like Angie’s Meal Kitchen, Cody Jacobs’ Farmer’s Market, and the town food mart all have tables together.”

Doris put her hand to her forehead to block the sun as she looked down the street. “I think you’re right, hon.”

Lilly straightened her brochures. “I’m going to go say a quick hi before we begin.”

“Looks like after all Eric’s efforts, the Fresh Experience has reverted back to being just the same old food mart since he left.” Anne winced.

Lilly smirked. “We won’t tell him.”

“Good idea. Well, I better get back to my table. By the way, your new brochures look amazing. Your booties, too, Doris.”

“Thanks, hon, aren’t you the sweetest?” Doris organized the booties and embroidery into neat rows. “You just can’t go wrong with pink and blue, you know?”

“True,” Lilly said with a grin. “Okay, I’ll be back in a few.” She hurried toward the other end of Main, waving at familiar faces, including Dexter, the clown, who was dodging through the crowd, recording.

“Angie!” Lilly waved as she approached the food bank table. “Your spread looks great. Really fresh.”

“Hi, sweetheart. Oh, aren’t you nice to say that. Cody and I worked together on it with the new manager of the food mart.”

“Hello there, Lilly,” Cody Jacobs, Sr., said. “Always love seeing you.” He squeezed Lilly’s shoulder. “You know, we’ll never forget what you did for our family. We thought our Cody, Jr.’s cold case would stay cold forever. We’d all but given up.”

Lilly blushed and sighed. “Well, it was a team effort. And it doesn’t bring him back. But⁠—”

“No, but something about having it resolved allows us to go on. In peace.”

Lilly gave him a warm nod. She had to admit, that part of solving cold cases gave her an enormous amount of satisfaction. To the rest of the world, cases like his son’s were discarded on the scrap heap. It was amazing to her how closure brought them peace. Lilly remembered the principle of closure from her psychology classes. It had also applied to her work as a communications director on the Hill for Senator Taglioni. People wanted their puzzles solved and their stories, fictitious or not, to achieve resolution. Cognitive closure, she remembered it was called.

She stood next to Angie and looked over at the food mart table. “You never knew Eric very well, but he worked really hard to make the food mart an upscale grocery store. Brought in fancy specials, floral arranging, gourmet coffee. The food was great, I must admit, but maybe just a little bit much for around here.” She looked at the spread and saw that without Eric’s touch, or its prior manager Sofia’s sophistication—the latter, sadly another casualty of the Magnolia Manor murder experience—the balsamic glazed salmon had given way to fried catfish, overly mayonnaise-y coleslaw took the place of the minty lime Asian cabbage slaw, and rosemary-infused peach iced tea reverted to good old Southern sweet tea.

“Half the art of good cooking is giving people what they enjoy,” Angie said, patting Lilly’s hand. She gestured toward the table of Southern classics. “Those foods are a big part of the culture around here.”

“You’re right. It’s nice.” Lilly heard a loudspeaker down the street. “Okay, they’re starting. Just wanted to say hi.” Lilly gave her a quick hug. “It’s so great that you ended up staying in town.”

“Thanks for stopping by, honey.” Angie waved after her.

Audrey Sinclair, the head of the area Chamber of Commerce began to speak over the loudspeaker from behind a podium in the center of the street. “Hello all and thank you for coming! Welcome to our town raffle to kick off a week of fun to benefit our beloved Starlight Theater.” She flashed a regal smile at the crowd. “We hold a vision for this community. Not only for its commercial success but also to celebrate its rich history.” She carried the mike off the podium and walked toward the vendor tables. “And now, I will introduce each of our vendors, the items they’re raffling off for our worthy cause, and then folks, come up to the ticket table! The raffle will be drawn this evening after the afternoon’s festivities. Best of luck to win our prized giveaways!”

Lilly watched as Audrey walked from booth to booth, introducing each vendor. Not surprisingly, Blake and Junior received the biggest applause. Dexter, the clown, continued meandering through the crowd, capturing video and sound bytes from the vendors. Just like Blake, he seemed enraptured with Harmony Jade and spent extra time at her booth where he, all of a sudden, seemed to develop quite an interest in hair braids. As if he couldn’t resist, he went on to show her the ins and outs of his pride and joy, his impressively high-tech camera, whether she wanted to know or not. Maybe Gert was right. He does struggle with the ladies.

Lilly heard a ping from a couple booths down. She looked over to see Archibald glance at his Rolex, then turn off the alarm on his phone. He carefully unzipped small compartments on his case and took his capsules, washing them down with another green shot.

Must be the top of the hour.

Just then, Harmony Jade marched toward his booth and wagged her finger in Archibald’s face, her colorful braids flying in all directions. “I can’t believe you’re here, you traitor! Acting like you care about this town, about some little theater! You just saw what Baron did and felt guilty!” She crossed her arms. “Take your millions and go back to New York City, you phony!” She pointed to the chalice. “And of course, you’d bring that! Ivory! You realize an elephant had to die so you could have your stupid chalice that no one cares about!”

Archibald glared at the young woman, his face taut. “Are you about finished?”

“No, I’m not finished!” She pounded her fist on his table. “You just wait. Sad for you, old man, karma is real! You’ll get what’s coming to you!”

“You are making a scene, young lady!” He pointed his chin in the air and huffed.

“Oh, yeah?” She let out a wicked snicker. “No, this would be making a scene!” She lunged for the chalice.

Archibald grabbed the velvet box a split second before she reached it and pulled it to his chest. “This is lunacy! I should have you arrested!”

She sneered at him. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time, would it, you pompous blowhard!”

He turned away from the woman and stepped on the other side of his booth with the box. She stomped away in a fit of fury, back down the street to Harmony Jade’s Hair Braids and Henna Tattoos.

Lilly, along with the rest of the crowd, stared at Archibald. Dexter walked toward his booth with the camera rolling as Archibald stood clutching his velvet box. He doesn’t look well. Lilly stepped closer to him. He’s twitching. “Mr. Worthington? Are you alright?”

He dropped the box and the chalice shattered into pieces on the street. He fell to the ground in a fit of spasms, his back arching with a jerk, and he gasped for air as his lips turned blue.

Lilly grabbed her phone and frantically dialed 9-1-1. “We’re on Main in front of the library. A man is having some kind of seizure and not breathing! Hurry!”

With the police station mere feet away and the fire station just around the corner, emergency workers arrived in seconds. They surrounded Archibald Worthington, performed CPR, inserted an IV, then carried him on a stretcher toward the ambulance to the screams of Harmony Jade and the lovely lady who’d waved at him earlier.

Lilly followed them to the ambulance and peered into the open back doors where Archibald lay motionless. “Is he going to be okay?”

A fireman stared up at the heart monitor that showed a flat line. He shook his head. “He’s gone.”


CHAPTER 8
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The hushed crowd of onlookers stood motionless with handfuls of raffle tickets and half-eaten cotton candy as the doors of the ambulance slammed shut and it sped away with its siren wailing and lights flashing.

Chief Crowder marched onto the scene followed by Officer Gasinski and two other policemen. “We will need this entire area taped off.” She pointed to Archibald’s booth and the surrounding tables, including Lilly’s. She gazed at the elaborate case of capsules and tinctures on his table. “Does anyone know this man and the nature of these items?”

“His name is Archibald Worthington. They’re part of his immune protocol,” Lilly said. “He said he took them on the hour. You can see for yourself, Chief. They’re labeled by time and date.”

“And you know this … how, Miss Livingston?”

“He is a guest . . .” Her voice became quiet. “At my inn. He’s very particular about his vitamins and diet and cleanliness.”

“He’s been staying at Magnolia Manor?” the chief asked in an officious manner as the crowd, including Audrey Sinclair, gathered around. Dexter stepped solemnly into view holding his camera in the floppy hand of his clown suit.

“Yes, chief, but certainly we had nothing to do with this horrible scene! He received the utmost of service, including multiple room cleanings, my signature anti-aging breakfast.” She stared at her stack of glossy brochures.

“The victim ate breakfast at your establishment prior to attending the festival?”

“Yes, of course. It’s part of the package. But he was fine and⁠—”

“Did he eat anything strange?” Crowder took out her notepad.

Lilly thought for a moment. Barley grass and kelp shots, her oat-nut-hemp muesli, immune tinctures. Let’s face it. It was all strange. “I’m guessing no stranger than usual for him.”

Crowder raised her voice. “Gasinski, get these officers set up here and call forensics and toxicology. I’ll be going to Magnolia Manor. It has come to my attention that the inn is part of the crime scene.”

Lilly cringed. Could she say it any louder? She wanted to disappear into a crack in the sidewalk. This couldn’t be happening. Again.

Audrey Sinclair looked at her with consternation, shook her head, and walked back to the podium. “I’m sorry, everyone. Our festival will unfortunately have to be put on hold for the time being due to the police investigation. But hold onto those raffle tickets! Have no fear, the show will go on!”

A collective murmur was heard from the crowd as they slowly dispersed.

Lilly walked over to Archibald’s table. His white vitamin case sat in plain view, and since by now it was 1:30, the twelve and one o’clock zippered pouches were predictably empty. The velvet box and chalice shards were strewn behind the table. Lilly gently swept up the ivory pieces using a couple of her brochures. What else are they good for now? She picked up the box and placed it on the table, then carefully put the shattered chalice back into its original velvet resting place.

“Miss Livingston,” Chief Crowder called out. “I’ll need you to meet me at your establishment directly.”

“Oh, sure, chief.” She hastily grabbed the last of her brochures.

“I’m so sorry, hon,” Doris said, collecting her booties and embroidery. “But don’t you worry your pretty little head, I’m one hundred percent sure you didn’t kill him.”

Lilly tried to force a half smile from her glum face. “Thanks, Doris.”
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Lilly parked behind the inn, walked into the kitchen, and slumped at the table.

“Why are you back so soon?” Gertrude called out from the desk. “Okay, I just checked in the old folks, the Millers from Kansas City, and two other guys from that party of six. One’s out walking around and the other’s in his room settling in. The sixth guy in the party just called to cancel. So, we’ll still have one room available.” She walked into the kitchen and looked at Lilly who was staring at the wall. “What’s wrong with you?”

Lilly was despondent. “The cops are on their way.”

“What? Why?” She held up both hands. “Hey, wasn’t me.”

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t think it was you, Gert.” Lilly put her head in her hands. “Archibald Worthington had a violent seizure at the festival. And . . .”

“No!” Her eyes were wide. “Clean Freak croaked?”

“Yes.” Lilly shook her head in exasperation. “And now the police are coming here to investigate us.”

Gertrude’s mouth was open, and she stood with her hands leaning on the table. “Well, let them. We bent over backward for that sniveling fusspot.” She hesitated, then looked at the ceiling as if seeing his spirit. “No offense.”

The flashing glow of the police lights pulsed into the foyer like a strobe light. Lilly stood up from the kitchen table and looked out the open front door to see two police cruisers planted in front of the inn. Great, just the advertising I was going for. Chief Crowder and Officer Gasinski walked up to the porch carrying black bags.

Lilly met them in the foyer. “Hey, Chief. Come on in. Hi, Officer Gasinski.”

Gasinski nodded and gave Lilly a forlorn look. “Sorry, back again.”

“Don’t remind me.” She gestured toward the rest of the house. “So where do you want to start?” Just then, Dexter came in the front door, his camera case in one hand and the clown head in the other.

“Hi, Dexter.” She looked at the chief. “This is Dexter Gates, one of my guests.”

Chief Crowder turned around and looked at the camera. “You were the videographer at the festival today.”

“Hi, officer. Yes, I was. Why?”

“I will need your recordings. It is likely we will see something noteworthy in the crowd prior to Mr. Worthington’s collapse.”

“Uh, yeah, sure, no problem.” He pulled open his camera case and plucked out a black, rectangular device. “It’s all saved on my external hard drive. But I have to tell you, there’s a lot more than just the festival on this thing. I’ve been taking videos of the inn here and the beach down the road. For Lilly’s website.” With a concerned look, he whispered to Lilly. “And I really need to tell you something.”

Lilly nodded and mouthed Later.

“That’s fine.” Chief Crowder took the hard drive and zipped it in an inner pocket of her work bag, then pulled out several evidence bags and pointed to the kitchen. “Now, we can start with your breakfast items you mentioned.”

Lilly watched as Chief Crowder and Officer Gasinski opened the refrigerator and filled the bags with kiwi and blueberries, her oat-hemp seed muesli, coconut yogurt, and bottles of green smoothie. Her anti-aging breakfast was now zipped up in criminal evidence bags. And I was so proud of that stupid breakfast.

“And now, the victim’s guest room, please.” Chief Crowder allowed Lilly to lead her up the stairs.

“It’s room four.” Lilly escorted them to Archibald’s room which still smelled of an antiseptic lemon, pine, and bleach.

Chief Crowder stepped into the room, sniffing, and put down her black bag. “Seems someone has cleaned up after themselves. Perhaps destroying evidence.”

“Oh, no, nothing like that,” Lilly said. “Archibald was a little . . . particular about hygiene and cleanliness. Our new housekeeper went above and beyond to keep his room in this condition. At his request.”

“I see.” Her expression showed she wasn’t convinced. “We’ll need to speak with this new housekeeper, please.”

I was afraid of that. “Oh, sure, of course, but you know, I’m sure she’s really busy right now.”

“Miss Livingston, I will be speaking with your housekeeper. Now what is her name?”

“You know, she just started, and she’s a little rough around the edges and⁠—”

“Her name please.” She stood perched with her pen and notebook.

“Gertrude,” Lilly said in a quiet voice. “Gertrude Wozniak.”

Chief Crowder made a notation, then pulled out more evidence bags, donned exam gloves, and examined Archibald’s multi-compartment supplement cases. “This is quite elaborate.”

“Yes. He had particular health protocols.”

“To your knowledge, was he managing any diseases with said . . . protocols?”

Lilly shrugged. “No clue. But, for his age, I’d think the contrary. He looked very . . . well-preserved.”

Crowder placed each zippered case into an evidence bag and then into her larger, black bag.

Lilly turned into the hallway to retrieve Gertrude. The Millers stood in their doorway, looking frightened. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Miller. I’m Lilly Livingston, the owner of Magnolia Manor.”

“Hi, Lilly,” Mr. Miller stammered. “Is something going on with the police?”

“Oh, them?” Lilly batted a hand. “Kind of a routine check-in. You know, friendly town.” She smiled as she descended the stairs. “Just let me know if you need anything.”

She heard Gertrude clanging in the kitchen. When Lilly walked in, she was prepping snacks for the evening.

“Supposed to be a nice night. Figured your new people might want to hang out outside with some drinks and grub.”

“Yes, that sounds nice, Gertrude.” Lilly hesitated. “But first, Chief Crowder, the police chief, wants to talk to you for a few minutes.”

“Me? About what?”

“About Archibald’s room. Maybe the breakfast. I don’t know what else.”

“Fine.” She threw a dishtowel on the counter. “I got nothing to hide.”

Lilly and Gertrude walked up the stairs past the Millers who still stood in their doorway. Officer Gasinski waited in the hallway outside the room.

“Hey there, Officer Friendly,” Gert said to Chief Crowder, stepping by Gasinski. “So you want to talk to me about Archie getting whacked?”

“What?” Mrs. Miller’s face showed her horror.

Lilly clasped her hands and walked up to the couple. “I’m sorry, she just has a colorful way of saying things.”

“We may be old,” Mr. Miller said, “but we do know what whacked means. We’ve seen The Sopranos.”

Lilly laughed nervously. “Oh, nothing like that.” She looked at Gertrude who had her arms crossed and was scowling at Chief Crowder. Let’s hope.

Gertrude answered questions in her typical, unvarnished style over the course of several minutes as Chief Crowder took notes, ending with, “And that’s my story.”

“Thank you, Ms. Wozniak. If we need further information, we will contact you.”

“Well, you know where to find me. I work here.” She brushed down her pale blue tunic. “Which reminds me,” she said, turning to Lilly. “I’ll need more uniforms.”

“Yes, of course.” Lilly gestured for Gertrude to come with her. “How about we go downstairs to get everything rolling for this evening?”

“Uh, hello! That’s what I was trying to do before you interrupted⁠—”

“Yes, I know.” She corralled Gertrude toward the stairs as the Millers watched. “Anything else, chief?”

“Yes. Who had access to the victim’s room? I will need their contact information.”

“Yes, sure.” She thought a minute. “Of course, I have access to the entire building, but as far as using the master key, just Gertrude and Brian. You remember Brian Goodlette, the Marine vet? He’s doing odd jobs for me around here, landscaping, that kind of thing.” Lilly could just picture Brian as a complete bundle of nerves being interrogated by Chief Crowder. “But Brian is a very trustworthy person.”

Chief Crowder looked at her directly. “His number please, Miss Livingston.”

“Sure, I’ll get it.” She continued toward the stairs with Gertrude.

“When the tox screen comes back, we’ll know more,” Chief Crowder called out after her. “This is all for now. But we may be back as the case proceeds.”

Lilly felt sick to her stomach. “Yes, of course, Chief. Whatever you need.”
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Lilly and Gertrude headed to the kitchen and then out to the backyard.

“Speaking of keys, you should put a lock on this shed,” Gertrude said as she and Lilly pulled out two extra tables from the storage shed in the backyard. “People steal anything these days.”

“I don’t know who would want some old tables, chairs, and tiki torches.”

“For a business owner, you don’t know much about security, do you?”

Lilly thought of the inn’s reputation for murder and sighed. “Maybe not.”

Loud arguing could be heard from inside the inn. Lilly and Gertrude hurried toward the back door as a man ran into the kitchen.

“Anybody here? I need help!”

Oh, no. What now? “Yes, sir, I’ll be right there!”

“That’s one of the party of six,” Gertrude said.

The man’s face was red and crinkled and his hair was disheveled. “I was taking a nap and this crazy lady barges into my room and starts unpacking her stuff. I’m like, look lady, this room’s taken!”

“What!” Lilly was aghast. Could this day get any worse? Then a knowing look came over her face, and her horror and surprise turned to aggravation. “Sir, are you in room twelve?”

“Yes, I am!”

Fuming, Lilly stomped toward the stairs. “I’ll take care of it.” Yeah, it just got worse.


CHAPTER 9
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Lilly stood in the doorway of room twelve with her arms folded. “Marissa, what are you doing here?”

“Is that any way to greet a guest, darling?” Marissa kept unpacking one flashy garment after another. “I’m your mother, and I’ve arrived for my standing reservation in my daughter’s inn, staying in my usual room, room twelve.”

“If you haven’t noticed, there is someone in room twelve.”

“And I’m quite sure he won’t mind being assigned to another room. Here, let me talk to him. Men love being chivalrous. Don’t you know that by now?”

“Oh really?” Lilly stood with her hands on her hips. “That’s funny. He ran screaming out the back door to find me, yelling about the crazy lady who squatted in his room.”

“Don’t be so dramatic, darling.” She stepped into the bathroom and began arranging her cases of makeup, piles of brushes, and bottles of hair products.

“Why do you assume there’s another room? What if we’re sold out?”

Marissa chuckled as she examined her hair gel. “Lilly, you with your yakity yak.”

“You realize this is a busy weekend in Drifter’s Cove.”

“Of course, I do. Angie told me. Why do you think I’m here? I came for this little carnival of yours. It is so very Mayberry RFD. I just had to come.” She pulled a gauzy yellow outfit out of her bag and gave it an appraising look. “I’m going to freshen up and I’ll be down in a jiff.”

Lilly let out a loud, exasperated sigh, then marched out into the hallway and down the stairs muttering. “Belongs in a rubber room . . .”

“Okay, chickie,” Gertrude said from the desk, “no problem. Mister man here just agreed to move into the last available room. So, good thing that other guy canceled. All handled.”

“See that, Lilly,” Marissa called down from the top of the stairs. “All handled.”

Ugh!

“So who is that lady?” Gertrude nodded approvingly. “Just waltzed right in and took over. Gutsy.”

Lilly put her hands to her head. “My mother.”

“Huh.” Gertrude looked up the stairs. “Looks good for her age.”

“Yeah, well, primping’s her full-time job.”

Gertrude snickered and looked in the mirror near the foyer. “Maybe she’ll give me a few tips.”

All Lilly could do was groan.
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As the sun was setting over the magnolia trees, the backyard buzzed with commotion. Lilly and Gertrude had set up every last table, and Marissa flitted in at the last moment in her semi-transparent, yellow gauze jumpsuit to light the tiki torches and give the scene a final, festive touch.

“Dexter, darling, you may want to get a shot of this evening soirée atmosphere with your little camera.” She sat on one of the tables in a seductive pose and smiled at the camera as Lilly cringed.

“Oh, sure. Okay, hold right there.” He snapped pictures as Marissa altered her expression and posture with each click. “I think the camera likes you.”

She batted a hand. “Oh, you say that to all the girls, young man.”

Someone make it stop.

A van pulled up to the backyard and Angie got out, followed by Shirley, Lilly’s next-door neighbor who was now regularly helping out at the food bank.

“Angie, Shirley, what a nice surprise!” Lilly walked to greet them.

“You’ve had a rough day, sweetheart, with all of the drama, so we thought we’d drop by.”

“That’s so nice of you. Any word about if they’ll resume the festival?”

“Still off until further notice, I heard,” Angie said. “Though sounds like they’re still going to complete the raffle and let us know who won the giveaway in a day or two.” She looked at the group and waved to the men from Miami and the Millers. “Full house, huh?”

Lilly looked at the table with only a bowl of pretzels on it. “With all the commotion, I didn’t get a chance to pick up more refreshments. We just have limited drinks—and pretzels.” Lilly looked toward the back door to see Eli, Brian, and Quigley walking out to the backyard. “Probably not even enough to go around.”

“Never to worry, honey, Angie’s got you covered.” She hiked up her flowered green housedress ever so slightly to allow her to reach into the van and pulled out a covered dish. “Here, take this. I have two more.” Angie looked up at the group and waved to Marissa. “You made it! And look at you, don’t you look gorgeous, sweetheart!”

Marissa gave a dramatic twirl and her sheer yellow gauze billowed in the breeze.

Angie’s gaze turned to Gertrude who was walking by, pulling out a large, wheeled cooler of drinks. “Well, hello. I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Angie, a friend of Lilly’s.”

“I’m Gert. The new housekeeper.”

“Yes, Lilly told me how thrilled she is that you started. But you’re not working now, right?” Angie looked at Lilly, who shook her head. “Let’s have a seat, Gert, and join the party.” She walked with Gertrude to a table. “So, where are you from?”

“Buffalo.” Gertrude seemed at ease with Angie as she sat across from her. “Home of the Buffalo Bills and beef on weck.”

“How wonderful! Yes, I’ve heard of beef on weck. But never had the chance to try it.”

“I’ll serve it up one of these nights. Nothing better.” Gert gave a crooked smile. “Of course, goes best with football. Maybe this Sunday. Bills against the Dolphins.”

“Watch out, Gert!” Eli called out from the Ethel table, laughing. “Been a while since the Bills beat the Dolphins in Miami.”

The table with the party of six, now five, held up their beers in solidarity.

“You hush up, Holy Beads,” Gert said with a smirk. She looked at the table of guys who laughed teasingly at her and pointed. “And I don’t know about you people either.”

Dexter put his camera down. “Yeah, I heard the Bills don’t have a chance.”

“You, Poindexter,” Gert said, her smile fading, “must really want a knuckle sandwich.”

“I have an idea.” Angie touched Gert’s arm. “You know what we should do? It’s football season, right? A tailgate party! We’ll have beef on weck and . . .”

“Buffalo wings, of course,” Gert added. “Couple cases of Labatt Blue and Genesee, needless to say.”

“I’d sure love a nice cold Labatt Blue,” Mr. Miller agreed.

“Sounds like a great idea.” Angie winked at her and leaned in with a conspiratorial tone. “We’ll talk later, Gertie.”

As the sun set, the group sat by the light of tiki torches, eating, drinking—and of course—discussing what happened to Archibald Worthington.

Lilly described the scene of a beautiful woman waving at him from the crowd, then the threatening argument with Harmony Jade, then his seizure and falling backward with his prized chalice.

“So, the hippie girl freaks out at him, tells him he’ll get what’s coming, then he falls over dead?” Quigley asked. “Like she cursed him.”

“Not funny.” Lilly thought a moment. “He’d been taking who knows what pills on the hour. What if he had some kind of condition? Maybe that’s why he was so obsessive.”

“I’m sure Crowder sent it for a tox screen,” Quigley said. “Most likely some fluke thing.”

Lilly looked at him sheepishly. “Unless . . .”

“Unless, what?” Quigley’s brow was furrowed, then his eyes grew big. “Wait, you don’t think it was a mur⁠—”

The Millers stopped talking and their smiles faded.

“Oh, no, that would be really far-fetched,” Lilly said. She walked to the snack table, pulled out her phone, and dialed. “Anne, what are you doing?” She heard noise and commotion in the background.

“I’m up to my eyeballs in entertaining high society Carrington types since today’s disaster. That one lady, Isabella, is inconsolable.” She paused. “What’s going on there? Sounds like a party.”

“It is. We want you to come over!”

“Oh, I wish! I think I’m stuck here, unfortunately.” She hesitated. “Though my mind is spinning about Archibald’s death and what could have caused it.”

“Mine, too. Go on.”

“I don’t know. Just seems that for such a health nut who avoided every germ, it’s odd that he just keeled over like that.”

“No kidding.” Lilly thought a moment. “Look, you’re there in Carringtonland with all those artsy elites. Snoop around. See what you can find out. Like, what’s his connection with the hippie hair braider and inconsolable Isabella?”

“Lilly.”

“Would you just try?”

She sighed. “I’ll see what I can do. I gotta go.”

“You’re the best.” Lilly rejoined the group.

“I mean, the only thing in his vicinity, from what you’re saying, that would cause a seizure is if Junior bit him.” Quigley smirked.

“Junior?” Dexter asked, looking confused.

“Yeah, Junior’s the snake in Blake’s Snakes and Airboat Rides.”

Dexter took a breath. “Oh, right. I think I got him on video. Not close up, of course. Isn’t he terrified that that snake will strangle him?”

“Ah, Junior’s docile.” Quigley put his foot up on a chair. “For a ten-foot Burmese python.”

“But what would he do if . . . Junior started . . . constricting?” He sat back in his chair with a sheepish expression. “Like how do you get out of a snake stranglehold?”

“You don’t, Poindexter,” Gertrude barked.

“Maybe Eli knows how,” Brian said, nodding to Eli.

“Only in the case of snakes of the human variety. Not sure about Junior.” Eli laughed. “Actually, the basic stranglehold—not that hard to combat with a few simple steps.”

“You make it sound easy.” Lilly leaned toward him. “Okay, how?”

“Well, first line of defense is⁠—”

“Scan your environment, I know.” Lilly leaned in.

“He’s right, chickie.” Gertrude nodded to Eli.

“Exactly, Gert, that avoids a load of potential problems right there. But, number two, normally a stranglehold comes from behind. The attacker puts something around your neck and pulls you backward, causing you to lose your balance, lose your center, while crushing your airway.”

“Sounds impossible to get out of to me,” Lilly said. “So what do you do?”

“It’s a bit counterintuitive. Because you have to turn toward your attacker, which releases the pressure on your windpipe. From there, you can strike. Eyes, bridge of nose.”

“Forget that. Make him sing soprano,” Gert added.

“Or there,” Eli said, snickering.

“How do you know all this?” Dexter asked. “Karate flick?”

Eli took a swig of his beer. “Chow hall at the Central Florida State Pen.”

“Oh.” Dexter gasped. “Was it like for revenge?”

“Nah. Somebody smuggled him in a belt. He wanted my mashed potatoes.”

Gert crossed her arms. “I hope you hit him where it hurts.”

Eli laughed. “You look like you’ve taken a few hits in your day, too, Gert.”

She pointed to the scar on her face. “You mean this? Yeah. In our bar. Some big goon with a knife was robbing Ethel at the till.” She shrugged. “I lived.”

Eli nodded.

“After that, our old Uncle Mel gave us his pistol.” She glanced at Quigley. “This one knows a little about guns.”

Quigley nodded. “Yeah, a bit. Grew up with them. Plus, my old man was a locksmith and would take me along as a kid. You can’t see it from here, but this area’s not all beaches and rich people. We’d go into some pretty rough areas—Unincorporated outside Drifter’s Cove. And Southside down by the old Crystal Beach pier. Those places, everybody packs.”

Gertrude nodded and she looked at Eli. “What about you, Kung Fu? You know about guns?”

Eli smirked. “Just enough to get me behind bars for forty years.” He made a fluid karate gesture with his hands. “Now, I just work with the empty hand.”
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As the card games were concluding and the night was coming to a close, Lilly plopped herself down at a table with Quigley. “What a day.” She laid her head on his shoulder and felt the silver sand dollar necklace around her neck that he’d bought her as a memento of one of their boat trips. “You think we’ll still be here when we’re, like, eighty?”

“Here, in the backyard?”

“Hilarious.” She gently slapped his leg. “I mean, like me here at the inn, you in your beach trailer.”

He pulled away slightly and looked at her. “You not liking our setup anymore?”

“No, it’s not that.”

“Do you want … more? Like to move in together?”

“No, do you?”

Quigley looked like he was at a loss for words. “I-I do like my life on the beach. I mean, if you wanted to join me, we could talk about⁠—”

“I like my life at the inn.”

He looked befuddled. “So, what’s the problem?”

Lilly shrugged. “I just wonder how we can move forward—as an us—without some of those normal things that people do.”

“You mean like marriage, the house, kids?” He sighed.

“I don’t know.”

“Half the normal people I know who had those things aren’t even together anymore, and they hate each other.”

“I know. I’m not saying those are the only ways to move forward.” She looked up at the sky. “I just wonder about it all sometimes, that’s all.”

Quigley tapped his foot on the ground, and they sat in silence for a moment. “Maybe just being together and having experiences moves us forward. Who cares where we live or what status we call it.”

“True. Maybe.”

He sat up with a concerned look. “Wait, are you getting that whole female I’m over forty last chance baby lust thing?”

Lilly cocked her head and stared at him. “Quigley.”

“I mean, I’m not saying that I’d . . . be totally opposed to it,” he stammered. “I mean, of course, I never even considered it . . . but then . . . I never met the right person, so⁠—”

“No, I’m not thinking that! But, nice save.” Lilly snickered. “It’s just weird how time has gone so fast. Like, how am I over forty?”

“I get that.” He hesitated. “Though I wouldn’t want to be twenty or even thirty again. No way.”

Lilly thought of her younger self with her many insecurities, and the years it took her to figure out how to have her own voice. “Me either.”

“Well, I think we have a great thing.” Quigley brushed a lock of her hair to the side. “Who knows, maybe what makes it great is exactly how we’re doing it. What if not doing the usual stuff is part of our secret sauce?”

Lilly smiled and leaned next to him. “Could be. Whatever it is, it’s nice.” Just as she was feeling relaxed enough to almost fall asleep, her phone buzzed. “Hey, Chief. You have the results?” She listened and gasped.


CHAPTER 10
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“Strychnine?” The phone trembled in her hand. “So, you’re saying it was murder?”

The conversation in the yard went silent. All that could be heard were the rustling leaves of the magnolia trees. With a blank stare, she ended the call.

“He was poisoned with strychnine?” Quigley asked.

Lilly nodded and stood dumbfounded. “In his vitamin C capsule that was partially digested.” She put the phone down on the table. “The rest of the capsules in his case for the day all tested positive for strychnine as well. So, it sure looks like it.”

“Where would you even get strychnine these days?” Eli asked, handing Gert her card deck. “I thought it was banned for environmental reasons.”

“It was,” Quigley said. “But it used to be a common pesticide back in the day.”

“My old man used it in the bar back in the seventies. We’d get rats in the back alley the size of cats.” Gert held her hands about a foot and a half apart.

Dexter looked aghast. “So, someone put poison in his vitamin capsules? I mean, who’d want to hurt him?”

“Anyone who ever met him,” Gert snapped.

“The chief didn’t have any more details.” Lilly sighed. “But she’s looking closely at everyone who had access to his luggage or his vitamin cases.”

“Isn’t that a bunch of us?” Brian asked with a wilting expression as he glanced at Gertrude.

“Yes,” Lilly said. “But even people at the festival, too. He had that case on his vendor table. It’s not like he was hiding it.”

Dexter looked at Lilly with pleading eyes and whispered. “Can I tell you something real quick? In private?”

“Sure.” As Lilly stepped toward the side of the yard with Dexter, her phone buzzed again. “Sorry, Dexter, one sec. Yes, officer.” Her face fell. “You mean tonight? Uh, sure. We’re here.” She ended the call, shoved the phone in her back pocket, and exhaled. “Crowder’s sending over part of the forensics team to search Magnolia Manor. Tonight. Apparently, Archibald’s status in the community pushed this case to the top of the list, and Drifter’s Cove police are really under the gun. Crowder’s burning the midnight oil poring over hours of Dexter’s video.”
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Fifteen minutes later, Lilly stood at the front door when a black forensics unit van pulled in front of the inn. Two agents in dark blue uniforms carrying bulbous backpacks stepped out and headed up the walkway. One was a tall woman with short-cropped hair and the other a stout, balding man. They both flashed their badges.

“Hello, Miss Livingston,” the female agent said.” We realize it’s late, so we’ll try to make this as quick as possible.”

“Thank you.”

“We assume you have guests in the rooms upstairs, so we’ll start with the kitchen and first floor. See if we can find what we’re looking for.”

“Yes, sure. Whatever you need.” Lilly led them into the kitchen where they placed their bags on the counter. “I’ll be in the backyard if you need me.”

The woman pulled a flashlight out of her bag and nodded, then opened the cabinet under the sink, shining the light inside.

The group had disbanded for the night and only Quigley and Eli remained at the table when Lilly settled into a chair.

Lilly looked at Quigley who seemed deep in thought. “You have a theory.”

“Maybe.” Quigley looked at Eli and winced.

Lilly crossed her arms. “And I won’t like it.”

“Probably not.”

She put her hand to her forehead. “Go ahead.”

Quigley took a deep breath. “I just think we need to be objective about the newest members of your team.”

“What?” Lilly was incredulous. “You mean Gertrude? And Brian?”

The forensics agents strode into the backyard, shining their flashlights along the perimeter of the house, then walked to the back shed and opened the door. With gloved hands, they pulled out rakes, Lilly’s essential oil bug spray jug, umbrellas, gardening gloves, and shovels. “Bingo.” The male agent presented the old tin to Lilly. “What is this?”

“Uh, yes, sir. I didn’t realize that was in there until yesterday. We think it’s an old can of pesticide powder. Don’t worry, we were planning on disposing of it properly.”

“Not anymore.” He placed the tin into a transparent evidence bag and shined his light on the back label. “You aware of the active ingredient in these old powders?”

“Strychnine,” Quigley muttered without looking.

“Right. We’ll get this to the lab ASAP, but I feel 99.9% sure we found what we needed.” He nodded to the female agent, and they headed back into the kitchen. “That’s all we need, folks. We’ll see ourselves out.”

Lilly put her head down on the table and mumbled. “So, as you were saying about our newest members . . .”

“Look, I’m just saying that because I doubt you poisoned the guy. Or Eli.” He pulled a bottle of water from the near-empty cooler. “This sounds cold, but how much do we really know about Gert? Or even Brian.”

“Not a lot.” Lilly groaned. “The shed wasn’t locked, so we can’t rule out anyone for that part, but . . . Right. Only those two had access to the master room key.”

“Oh, boy,” Eli said with a sigh.

“So, okay,” Lilly continued. “They had opportunity and means. But what could possibly be their motive?”

Quigley tilted his head and looked at Lilly. “Sounds like Archie wasn’t winning any popularity contests.”

“No, he wasn’t.” Lilly tapped on the table. “I know he was driving Gert crazy and was really rude and bossy to Brian.” She sighed. “But, no, I can’t imagine either of them doing it.” She looked at Eli. “You’re quiet.”

Eli took a deep breath. “You know I don’t say this with any judgement, knowing my past.” He leaned in. “But Brian’s just coming back from years of homelessness and likely had some trauma from the war. That can be an unpredictable combination. Gert just lost her only remaining family member and admits she has a record of violent assault. And I realize, with my track record, you could put me on the suspect list, too.”

Lilly let out a humorless chuckle. “Yeah, right.”

“I’m just saying, I don’t look so good on paper either. So, it’s not that we’re accusing anyone randomly here. It’s just that, if we’re being objective, what Pete says makes sense.”

“I know.” She looked up at the starry sky. “I feel terrible for saying this, but . . .” She sighed.

“Go on,” Quigley said.

“Just how Gert was so efficient around Archibald. Setting up the breakfast without being asked. Being so hypervigilant about going into his room to clean.” She closed her eyes and winced. “What if she was a little too efficient?”

“Hmm.” Quigley nodded his head. “Well, if I know you, you’ll get to the bottom of it.”

“I just want this day to be over. I’m going to head in. Plus, I’ve got some FBI research to do.” Lilly got up from the table, and her phone buzzed. She groaned. “What now?” She looked down to see it was the chief. She took a deep breath and answered.

“Hey, chief.” She listened. “Yes, they showed us the ingredients on the canister of pesticide. And I’m sure there are lots of fingerprints on that tin. Several of ours, just to save you the trouble.” She put the call on speaker for the others to hear.

“That’s not the only reason I’m calling, Miss Livingston. I’ll come by first thing in the morning. There’s something in the video footage that you have to see.”


CHAPTER 11
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When Lilly awoke the next morning, she could already hear Gert busy in the kitchen. She threw on jogging pants and a cropped cotton top and followed the aroma of coffee. The continental breakfast was neatly placed on the counter, this time, a more traditional version. Gert was wearing a crisp pale-yellow outfit that Lilly’d given her as another impromptu uniform.

“I found some muffins in the freezer and just fired up some old school oatmeal, since the cops took the fancy stuff.” She pulled a can of frozen orange juice from the freezer. “This’ll do.” A pot sat in the sink with running water. “Made some hard-boiled eggs, too. That’s about all you had in here once they snagged your healthy crap.”

“Looks great, Gert, thanks.” It just can’t be her! “And for now, we’re supposed to leave Archibald’s room as is, no cleaning. Being that it’s a . . .” She could barely utter the words. “Crime scene.”

“Gotcha.” Gertrude buzzed around the kitchen in a blur and within moments, the dishes, cups, napkins, and silverware were neatly arranged, and the coffee and oatmeal were ready.

“I’ll be going to my FBI meeting after I talk to Chief Crowder this morning.” The steam curled upward as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

“Chief’s coming back?”

“Yes, apparently she found something on those video tapes that Dexter gave her.”

She puttered her lips and murmured. “Poindexter.”

As if on cue, Dexter came down the stairs, followed by the Millers. “Hey, guys.” He looked toward the open front door. “Looks like you got some company.”

Lilly peered out of the kitchen doorway to see Chief Crowder coming up the front walk.

“Police again?” Mrs. Miller asked with a grimace.

“It’s nothing, Mrs. Miller. Probably just follow-up protocol.” Lilly gestured toward the breakfast area.

“Follow-up protocol for a murder?” Mr. Miller asked.

Lilly forced a smile. “How about some breakfast? Today, we’re going with the classics. Old-fashioned oatmeal, hard-boiled eggs, OJ, muffins, and coffee.”

“Thank goodness,” Mr. Miller whispered to his wife. “What was on that brochure looked awful.”

“With your bad heart, it’s what you should be eating,” Mrs. Miller snapped back.

Dexter helped himself to the breakfast and called to Lilly who was heading for the front door. “And when you have a minute, Lilly. I still really need to tell you something.”

She turned around. “Sure, Dexter. Let me just meet with the chief and I’m all yours.” She continued toward the foyer and gestured for Chief Crowder to come inside. “Good morning, chief. We can sit in the living room.”

Chief Crowder followed Lilly and sat on the couch, placed her work bag on the floor, pulled out her laptop, and opened it. She clicked on a video file icon, and an image of the inn’s backyard splashed across the screen. “There’s a lot of footage here, so let me get to the part I need you to see.” She fast-forwarded past shots of the gardenias, Eli doing tai chi, Lilly greeting guests, and a disproportionate number of frames with Marissa smiling, posing, and singing. “I see your mother is back.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“We do have other potential suspects that we’re still investigating, mainly the young woman at the festival who was taped having a heated argument with the victim and basically threatening him.”

“The hair braider, Harmony Jade.”

“Yes. Officer Gasinski is questioning her now. But nothing so far is as compelling as this footage.” The chief continued to fast-forward, then stopped the video on a clip of Gertrude up in a guest room cleaning. “Okay, it’s coming up.”

Lilly took a deep breath and leaned toward the screen.

“Here.”

The frame showed Gertrude exiting the bathroom with a bucket, then standing over Archibald’s white travel case of capsules and tinctures that he’d taken to the festival.

“It appears the videographer was standing in the upstairs hallway, and your housekeeper wasn’t aware he was recording.”

“Probably. Otherwise, she’d have shooed him away.”

As the video rolled, Lilly watched in horror as Gertrude pulled the bronze tin of pesticide powder out of the bucket, unzipped each small compartment of Archibald’s case, methodically pulled out capsules, and dumped their contents into the bucket before refilling them with the pesticide. Abruptly, she turned around and scowled.

“Here’s where she shoos him away.” Chief Crowder pointed to the screen.

Gertrude was recorded in classic form. “Would you get that stupid thing out of here, you useless dweeb! What, were you dropped on your head at birth?”

“This is your new housekeeper, correct?” The chief closed the laptop and shot Lilly a stoic stare. “Gertrude Wozniak?

Lilly’s heart sank. “Yes.”

“I trust you checked her references in advance of hiring her.”

Ugh. “Well, she was . . . unofficially recommended . . . by one of our former guests. Who knew her like family. So, in a way, yes,” Lilly stammered, wondering if this tall tale sounded as obvious to the chief as it did to her as it erupted from her mouth.

“For obvious reasons, we will be taking Ms. Wozniak into custody.” She placed the laptop back into a slot in her bag and stood up. “Miss Livingston, in the event this individual is found guilty, I am sorry to say that you may be considered partially culpable if you cannot prove execution of due diligence in your hiring practices by the principle of⁠—”

“Vicarious liability.” Lilly sighed. “I know.”

“Yes.”

Lilly stood, speechless, as the chief pulled the handcuffs from her pocket and marched into the kitchen where Gertrude was refilling the muffin plate and Dexter and the Millers were chatting at the table.

“Hey, chief, how about a blueberry muffin?” Gertrude looked up at the chief and then at the handcuffs. “What’s going on around here?”

“Do we need to do this right here?” Lilly muttered to Chief Crowder. All I need is Mr. Miller falling over with a heart attack, and then we’ll have two dead bodies.

Chief Crowder shot Lilly a blank stare. “Yes, we do.” She turned to Gertrude. “Ms. Wozniak, I will need you to come with me to the station for questioning in regard to the murder of Archibald Worthington.”

Gertrude looked incredulous. “What is this, a joke?” She threw the dishtowel that was draped over her arm into the sink.

The chief stood with an extra-stiff posture and glared at her. “I do not want to have to use force.”

“I did nothing! All I did was bend over backward to serve that pompous clean freak!”

“Gert, stop talking,” Lilly force-whispered.

“It’s true! He was a pain in everybody’s butt from the minute he got here!”

“Ms. Wozniak.” The chief jingled the handcuffs.

She glared at the chief. “Fine, have it your way. Guess you’re on breakfast duty!” she yelled at Lilly.

“Just go along, Gertrude!” Lilly pleaded. “We’re going to figure something out!”

The chief escorted Gertrude toward the front door and out to the cruiser as Lilly followed in anguish.

Gertrude turned back and looked at Lilly with an expression that was a mix of anger and fear. “Well, you better make it quick!”


CHAPTER 12
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Lilly sat on the front step as Gertrude was huddled into the police car, and it sped away.

Eli stood behind her in the doorway. “For the record, I hate that Quigley and I were right.” They watched as Quigley pulled up in his truck.

Quigley walked up to the porch and looked at their faces. “Gert in that cruiser?”

Eli gave a solemn nod.

“It just can’t be.” Lilly sat staring at the ground. “There has to be another explanation. Something else other than that video.”

“What was on the video?” Quigley asked.

Lilly sat silently for a moment before answering in a small voice. “Gertrude filling Archibald’s vitamin capsules with pesticide powder from the tin out back.”

“What!” Quigley sat down next to Lilly on the step. “Oh, man.”

“I’m not giving up on her.” She stood up. “After what happened to Ethel, I’m not going to let anything happen to Gertrude.” She turned to go into the house. “I have an FBI meeting to go to.”

Lilly stomped into the house past Eli and left Quigley on the step watching her leave. She hurried into her caretaker’s quarters and threw on the first outfit she saw, then grabbed her messenger bag and SUV keys. She headed out the back door where Brian had started landscaping. “Can you clean up the breakfast for me when everyone’s done, Brian?”

“Hey, Miss Lilly. Sure, of course. No Gert today?”

“No. I’ll explain later.” She hopped into the SUV and peeled out into the road. There’s an explanation. She sighed. I just don’t know what it is.
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Lilly sat silently in her usual seat, waiting for the FBI meeting to start. She couldn’t let what happened to Gertrude get to her. She knew only a cool head would allow the puzzle pieces to start to fit together. Plus, she felt she was back to square one with Agent Armstrong. She had to be on her game for this new case. No excuses.

“Let’s get started, people,” Armstrong called out. “We have a lot to cover.” He pulled the whiteboard from the side of the room and wrote Sizzle Strangler at the top. “Okay, I told you I wanted ideas. Bring ’em on.”

Agent Gerber looked at Lilly, who sat silently in her seat and tapped her pen on the desk. He leaned in toward her. “You okay?”

Lilly nodded but stared blankly toward the board.

“Okay, Perez.” Armstrong pointed. “What do you have for us?”

“Did a deep dive into the description of the vics, per my assignment. There were some similarities.”

Armstrong turned to write on the board. “Go for it.”

“They all had similar physical characteristics. Notably, all redheads, all under thirty.”

“Good, let’s keep going.” He looked up. “Gerber.”

“The names had some similarities as well. To my knowledge, they were all American citizens, but the names were on the exotic side.”

Hmm. “What are they?” Lilly asked.

Gerber looked at his file and started trying to pronounce the first one.

“Maybe it would help to see them written out,” Lilly said.

Armstrong stared at Lilly, then nodded reluctantly to Gerber and held out the marker. Gerber went up to the whiteboard and wrote the names in a list.

“Okay people, what do we see?”

“Their first names are French,” Lilly said. “Jacqueline, Geneviève, Monique, Céline.”

“She’s right,” Gerber said.

“The last names,” continued Lilly. “They all sound . . . wealthy.”

“They do, don’t they?” Perez added. “Vanderbilt, Wellington, Forbes, Rothchild.”

“So, this maniac went for redheads who sounded rich and exotic. Maybe not that uncommon, but it’s a start.” He noted these ideas on the board. “What else?”

“We established before that he used multiple identities and had various accounts under different names,” Lilly said. “So maybe we’re looking for someone who knew his way around fake IDs. Good enough ones to fool banks.”

Armstrong gave a reluctant nod. “Though without a face, or an identity to track, the guy moved around like a phantom and left law enforcement chasing their tails. So, sticking with what we do know. We know all of the women had dating profiles on Sizzle. From what’s been recovered about their online conversations, which isn’t much—one recovered laptop with the Sizzle app on it—the killer tried to get them to deposit funds into his accounts without having to meet them. Seems when they insisted on a face-to-face rendezvous before sending the money, he took it to the next level.”

Lilly gave a knowing nod. “Then he must have been good-looking. And charismatic.”

“Why’s that?” Agent Gerber asked Lilly.

Armstrong rolled his eyes. “Gerber, she’s just spitballing here. These aren’t official facts, so⁠—”

Lilly answered Gerber. “What rich, exotic, French-speaking redhead would go for an Average Joe? No, sounds like they really fell for this guy. Enough to hand over their fortunes and insist on meeting a complete stranger.”

“Good point,” Perez chimed in.

Lilly thought for a moment. “What if . . .”

“More words of wisdom, Livingston?” Armstrong stood with his arms folded.

“What if there was a way to find out what he looked like?” Lilly leaned forward in her seat. “If I were crazy about some guy, I’d go beyond Sizzle and want to do Facetime or video chat to really see and talk to him.” She narrowed her eyes. “And then, maybe screenshot him. Use it as my screensaver or print it out. Something.”

“That makes sense,” Gerber said. “So, if we could find an image, and he had a criminal background, we could use face recognition technology to match it. Plus, these days, people use their face as a security feature to unlock their phones and access their accounts. Maybe his facial image, if we could find it, exists in any number of databases.”

“Exactly,” Lilly said.

“You realize that was about ten ifs.” Armstrong’s voice was stern. “Even if by some stretch, we determined his identity, we still don’t know his whereabouts. He could be in the Cayman Islands with his newest name by now, living high on the hog.”

“True.” Lilly took a breath. “But what if, like the Tinder Swindler, he was driven by a compulsion and couldn’t stop? He might come out of hiding if he saw exactly what he wants.”

“He got away with multimillions. Maybe that’s exactly what he wants,” Armstrong said in a mocking tone.

“Could be.” Lilly thought a moment. “But generally speaking, sir, serial murders like these serve a deep psychological need in the killer. Now, yes, perhaps as you mentioned before, he backed off because the cops got too close to him. But it’s just as likely something may have distracted him for a while, a brief relationship, maybe. Who knows? And if so, as the satisfaction of the distraction waned and was no longer strong enough to suppress his underlying compulsions, he’d come out of hiding.”

The room was silent, and all of the agents’ eyes were glued to Lilly.

Armstrong groaned. “So, you’re a forensic psychologist now, Livingston?”

“No, sir.” Lilly sat up straight in her seat. “But since I didn’t have an official assignment, I decided to do some forensic research on the psychological features of these types of serial killers. If the research findings are correct, it’s likely his underlying compulsions and desires haven’t changed. Just been . . . latent.”

“Your point?” Armstrong asked.

She crossed her arms in front of her. “What if we lured him out of hiding?”

Gerber’s eyes widened. “You mean . . .?”

“Worth a try!” Lilly smirked and tossed back a lock of chestnut hair. “You think I’d look good as a redhead?”

“Forget it, Livingston. Manage your dating life on your own time. We have enough dead bodies to deal with.”

Perez nodded at Lilly, smiling. “Yeah, really good.”

Lilly laughed.

Armstrong stomped his foot. “Perez! What are you doing? Don’t encourage her.”

“Yes, sir, but if Livingston’s idea is right, and he’s laying low with a chance he’d strike again, and she’s the only female on the team, I just thought⁠—”

“Yeah, enough thinking from you for today, Perez.” He glared at the agent, then looked up at the group. “Okay, people, see if the ideas we just tossed around drum up any clues in those heads of yours. When we meet tomorrow, I want progress.” He stared at Lilly. “Not a bunch of pop psychological theories.” He slapped the marker onto the ledge of the board. “Dismissed.”


CHAPTER 13
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When Lilly returned to the inn, a solemn aura permeated the place. Normally bustling with activity and conversation, today it was deathly quiet. The Millers sat in the living room doing a puzzle, and Dexter walked down the stairs carrying a book.

“Lilly, hi. Do you have a minute? I know I keep bugging you, but I just have to tell you something important. About Gertrude.” He put his camera on the floor.

Lilly stood in the foyer looking at the historical certification document and sighed. “Sure. What is it?”

He took a deep breath as if mustering the courage to say something. “I knew the police chief was going to find that footage of her.” He shuffled his feet, and his face showed a pained expression. “At first, I just thought she was cleaning. But then she started messing with the man’s stuff in room four. I wasn’t sure what exactly she was doing, but I kept the camera rolling. Which she didn’t like much later when she realized I was standing there. I guess I really have been annoying with that camera.”

Lilly’s mouth fell open. “That’s what you’ve been trying to tell me all this time?”

“Yes.” He shifted his stance. “But you were so busy and then . . . then the chief told you first.”

“Oh, my goodness, Dexter.” Lilly stared at the ceiling for a moment, then looked at him with a glum face. “Thanks for trying.”

Dexter gave a small nod.

Marissa sauntered down the stairs in a hot pink bathing suit cover-up and matching sequined heels. “Dexter, darling, I thought this would be a perfect time of day for the back garden. I’ll match perfectly with those zinnias, don’t you think?”

“There’s one person who’s not annoyed,” Lilly murmured as she watched her mother and Dexter walk past Brian in the kitchen and out into the backyard. Lilly gave him a small smile. “Hey, Brian.”

“Hey.” His face looked pained. “I heard about Gert. You think all that’s really true?”

She looked at him and a tiny grin came over her face. Brian didn’t want to believe it, either. “Actually, no I don’t.”

“Me either.” He returned to drying the dishes.

“I don’t know how, but we have to prove she didn’t do it.”

Brian nodded.

Lilly thought a moment. “But I think we need some outside advice. Sometimes you can’t see something when it’s too close.” She pulled out her phone for a Facetime call. “Reds!”

“Hey, doc! Well, isn’t this a nice surprise!” He panned the phone. “I’m at the docks.”

“Crystal Beach docks? Come over!”

“Not exactly. Had a fishing charter gig down here in Fort Myers. Just gassing up The Misty and heading back. What’s up?”

“I have a problem.”

“In your case, that usually means a dead body.”

“Right.” She gave an exasperated sigh. “The chief arrested my housekeeper. There was video evidence of her poisoning the victim. But she didn’t do it.”

“Aw, doc. You know what I’m going to say.”

“That the evidence doesn’t lie.”

“Right.”

“But what if, in a way I can’t explain or see right now, that the evidence is lying?”

Reds stared into the screen for a moment. “Then I’d say, you must be onto something. If your gut’s telling you something’s wrong, then most likely it’s because there’s more evidence out there. When you’ve got it all, you’ll see it doesn’t lie.”

Lilly smiled and a feeling of resolve came over her. “Right. Thanks, Reds. I gotta go.”

“Anytime, doc.” He winked at her. “Tell your mother I’ll call her.”

“Who was that?” Brian asked when Lilly ended the call.

“Reds. He’s a retired lawyer-turned-boat captain. I check in with him about stuff like this.” She tapped her phone again. “And there’s someone else I need to talk to.” She waited. “Dr. B!”

“Well, hello, Lilly. How’ve you been?”

Lilly hesitated. “Well . . .”

“Something happened.”

“Yes. Do you have a minute?”

“Let me shut my office door.” He returned in several seconds. “What’s on your mind?”

“One of my guests was killed. With strychnine. They arrested my housekeeper.”

“Oh, dear.” He took an audible breath. “Strychnine. That’s a terrible death. But it’s such a toxic alkaloid that its use has largely been banned. How did strychnine . . . ?”

“There was an old tin of pesticide powder in my back shed that I didn’t know about, and it was used to poison him.”

“What would your housekeeper have against this person to do such a thing?”

“That’s just it. I mean, the guy was a bit difficult—no, more than a bit. But she had no real motive at all.”

“Did she have a prior criminal record?”

“Yeah,” Lilly said in a small voice. “Which I should have known, I know. But I still don’t think she did it. Even though she was . . . basically captured on video.”

“Lilly.” Dr. Bellamy sighed.

“I know!”

“Okay, we agree that’s not in her favor.” He hesitated. “Though I suspect you believe there’s a piece of this puzzle that remains unknown. A piece that’s causing you to doubt what you see.”

“Yes, exactly. But how can that be?”

“My dear, things are not always as they appear on the surface.”

Lilly was feeling a tiny bit better already. “It’s funny. That’s one of the issues we’re grappling with in my latest FBI case. This strangler guy wasn’t what he appeared on the surface either. He slipped in and out of identities. We’re trying to nail down some images of him and put it through facial recognition software and see if that gives us some clues.”

“Fascinating. Well, you’re the one for the job, that I know for sure. Tell you what. I have a university colleague in the neuropsychology department who is doing in-depth research on facial recognition and the use of artificial intelligence. I’ll talk to her and see if she’s got any insights on your strangler. And your housekeeper.”

“Thanks, Dr. B. Even if it’s a small clue, call me.”

“Will do, Lilly. Meanwhile, keep looking, observing. A good scientist never stops questioning.”

She smiled. “Right.” She stuffed the phone back in her pocket and ambled outside where Brian had returned to trimming bushes and Marissa was giving Dexter advice on the most flattering lighting to accent her features.

Hmm. “Oh, mother, dear, can I pick your brain a minute?” She walked toward the flower bed.

Marissa stood with a zinnia in her hair. “Is this about one of your painfully tedious subjects again, Lilly?” She flashed a smile at the camera. “Dexter and I are in the zone.”

“I see. No, actually, it’s about one of your subjects.” She sat at the Ethel table. “Hair, clothes, makeup. Enhancing your real looks with fake stuff.”

Marissa batted a hand to Lilly, then turned back to Dexter and posed. “What is it that you need?”

“Have you ever been on a dating site?”

“Of course. I’m not from the dark ages.”

“But probably never one called Sizzle, right? I mean, it’s for people who are really desperate and hot to trot and⁠—”

“Sizzle, Tinder, eHarmony, Match.com, a few others.” She motioned to Dexter. “How about over there by the gardenias, darling?”

Lilly wrinkled her nose. “Are you serious?”

“I am a single woman in the twenty-first century. I realize you’d love me to be an old, frumpy grandma in a rocking chair, but I choose to celebrate my life.”

Lilly put her hands on her hips. “You’ve been single like five minutes in the last thirty years.”

“A modern woman has to keep her options open.”

Lilly crossed her arms. “What about Reds?”

“What about him? Do you think he wants some clingy woman suffocating him? Just look at you and Peter. Part of what makes it work is that you have your own lives, your businesses, your own homes.”

Lilly couldn’t argue with that point. “Well, for this cold case we’re working on, the killer used Sizzle to find his victims.”

“And how do you plan to catch him?”

“Well . . .” Lilly’s eyes met her mother’s, and her face broke into a wide smile.

“Ah, very crafty, Lilly Livingston. I always said, never underestimate the power of womanly wiles.”

Lilly laughed in spite of herself. When it came to baiting the Sizzle Strangler, Marissa might just be right.


CHAPTER 14
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The next morning, Lilly awoke with a start from a dream where she was walking down Main Street in a blue and red Buffalo Bills beach cover-up with red feathered heels and Junior around her neck. She shook her head to clear her mind then stepped into the kitchen to start the coffee and set up the continental breakfast. It was too quiet. I miss Gert. In the brief time Gertrude had been there, the place ran like clockwork. It hadn’t even been forty-eight hours, but her absence left a real void.

She thought of the night before when the guys from Miami descended on the backyard to play cards and talk football. It just wasn’t the same without Gert’s presence and snappy comebacks. On top of that, now she had the yard to clean up before the FBI meeting. She started the coffee and headed out to the yard, only to find Brian there stacking chairs.

“What are you doing here so early?”

“Just until Gert gets back.” He carried a bag to the trash. “I mean, I know you’re totally capable of doing everything. It’s not that. It’s just . . . I think it’s a lot for one person. I don’t know how you’ve managed by yourself all this time.”

“That’s really thoughtful of you.” She sat on the back step. “You’re still hopeful about Gert?”

“Trying to be.” He looked at Lilly. “I know she’s a little blunt and all. But she helped me the last couple days.”

“She helped you?” Lilly looked at his imposing, athletic frame.

“Yeah, like to come out of my shell. That kind of stuff.” He snickered. “She gave me a Marine-style pep talk, you could say. Made me check people in so I got used to it. Kind of got me over the hump, I guess. Speaking of, I can work the desk today, if you want me to.”

Lilly smiled. “Great.” She thought of Gertrude sitting in jail. I have to go see her.
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Lilly left the house thirty minutes early for her meeting to stop at the police station. Officer Gasinski was at the front desk. “Hey, Officer Gasinski. I was hoping to see Gertrude Wozniak for a few minutes.”

He looked up from the computer. “Lilly.” He sighed. “She’s been assigned legal counsel.”

“But the D.A. will just say it’s an open and shut case!”

“Because it is.”

“Can I just have a minute with her in the holding cell? I have to get to my FBI meeting. I can’t stay long.”

He stared at Lilly. “Five minutes, tops.”

“Fine.”

When the doors to the holding area opened, Lilly saw Gertrude sitting quietly on the cot in her cell. She looks so small in there. “Hey, Gert.”

“Well, look what the cat dragged in.” She crossed her arms without her usual spunk. “What are you doing here?”

“We all miss you around the inn.”

“Really? A cold-blooded murderer like me?”

“Don’t joke like that around here! We’re going to get you out.”

“Chief Stoneface says she has me on tape poisoning the rich clean freak. How you gonna get me out of that one?”

“How did he possibly videotape you if you didn’t do it?”

Gert stared at her. “I. Don’t. Know.” She sighed and laid back on the cot. “They’re not going to believe me. I have a record. Just got to town. Look like a vagrant.”

“That’s not fair. I’ll vouch for you.”

“I don’t know what fantasy world you live in, girlie, but in the real world, not much is fair.”

“Lilly, wrap it up!” Officer Gasinski called from the door.

“Don’t give up, Gert. I just need more time.”

Gertrude shook her head. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She gave Lilly a defeated-looking glance. “For what it’s worth, thanks.”
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Lilly hurried into the FBI office, her head swimming with more questions than answers. Could she be wrong about Gertrude? What if she did it? But that didn’t make sense. She’d just arrived. Wanted a new start. Why would she jeopardize it over some persnickety stranger? And what about Harmony Jade? Maybe Gert was just cleaning after all, and it was Harmony who tampered with the capsules at the festival? Or even with Dexter’s camera somehow?

“Enough chitchat, people. Let’s get going,” Agent Armstrong said, carrying a stack of files from the back office. “Take your seats, please.”

“You look like you’re on to something,” Agent Gerber said, looking at Lilly’s determined stare.

“Oh, just a lot of ideas. No solutions yet.”

“Okay, I want to remind everyone that this cold case has just gone high profile with the Bureau. There are budget cuts on the line here, so cold case units are under the gun. The Sizzle Strangler case will be presented play-by-play to the deputy directors. We need a win here, people. The pressure’s on. And as head agent, my butt’s on the line.” He pulled the whiteboard over to the front of the room. “So, who’s first? I want ideas.” He looked over the room. “Perez.”

“Yes, sir. Just more facts about the vics. Their backgrounds and families. All wealthy families from coastal cities in Florida. Prep schools. Finishing schools. Took ballet. High society stuff. But I couldn’t get anywhere with their employers or workplace information.”

“Okay, noted. Anything else, Perez?”

“Well, I was hoping we could view all of the facts in front of us, you know, Livingston’s idea. Like how she did last time. Maybe something will stick out and⁠—”

Armstrong put up a hand. “Thank you, Perez. Gerber, you’re up.”

“Yes, sir. We know that there is very little physical evidence other than the rope fibers found in the necks of the vics. He was careful to wipe down their meeting places and barely left a trace.”

“Keep going with that angle. Any other physical evidence shows up, keep us posted.” He looked around the room and sighed. “Okay, Livingston.”

“Yes, sir, I was just thinking about what Perez found. So, the vics sound like they were obviously wealthy, maybe trust fund girls, who didn’t have to operate much in the real world. Maybe Perez couldn’t find employment info and that’s a clue.”

Armstrong crossed his arms. “Oh, really. How?”

“Because there probably wasn’t any. They didn’t work. They didn’t have to. They existed in a protected environment, were more naive than most, probably. When you work for a living, you’d be a little less likely to give away your hard-earned money to a stranger on Sizzle. And the names he used.” She pointed to the whiteboard where Armstrong had listed the killer’s known identities. “All preppy names. Chad. Bryce. Brad. Chandler. Names a rich girl would be likely to go for.”

“Where are you going with this, Livingston?”

“I just think we need to nail down the details of the vics—know them deeply—if we’re going to try to bait him out of hiding, so⁠—”

“Yeah, we won’t be doing that.” He nodded to Perez. “What do you got?”

“Well, I was just going to say to Livingston that if she’s the bait, it could help to zero in on any typical phrases the vics used. To sound more authentic and⁠—”

“That won’t be necessary, Perez.” He turned to Lilly, shook his head, and laughed. “Nothing personal, Livingston. This reckless idea of yours is too involved—and dangerous—for a civilian. Not to mention risking a potential accusation of entrapment for us.”

Gerber raised his hand. “One more thing, sir. About the physical evidence as well as the facial recognition angle we talked about before. Appears all but one of the vics utilized the Sizzle phone app. Not likely a young rich girl goes out without her phone, yet none were found on them.”

“He probably knew to swipe their phones after he strangled them,” Lilly said. “Take the evidence with him.”

“Good point.” Gerber pointed to a small evidence box. “Here’s the one laptop the arresting officers retrieved. The only one from all of the vics. It was in the bedroom of her home.”

“Only one, that’s strange,” Armstrong said.

“Not really, sir,” Lilly corrected. “The younger they are, the less likely they use a laptop for social media. For anything, really. For many young people in their twenties like these girls, their whole world is on their smartphones. Especially if they were being secretive about it and didn’t want their high society family to know they were slumming around on Sizzle.”

By now, the rest of the agents were leaning in toward Lilly with attentive expressions.

“Thank you for your unconfirmed theory on the younger generation, Livingston,” Armstrong said. “Anything else, Gerber?”

“Yes, sir. Just that I’ll work on retrieving what I can from that laptop—Sizzle conversations and especially any facial images. Like Livingston said, this girl might have screenshotted him, so⁠—”

“Thank you, Gerber.” He rolled his eyes and turned to the whiteboard. After a moment of hesitation, he added Lilly’s ideas about the phones to the board. “Okay, everybody, same time tomorrow. Don’t be late.”

He met eyes with Lilly for a split second. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to.

Lilly’s face broke out in a tiny, satisfied smile. Success. She walked out of the office and pulled out her phone. But you ain’t seen nothing yet. “Anne, come over later. I have an idea . . .”


CHAPTER 15
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About four in the afternoon, Anne breezed in the front door. “Okay, Lilly, you’re keeping me in suspense. I got here as soon as I could. What is your idea?”

“Be right down,” Lilly called from the top of the stairs. “And the name is Brigitte.”

“What?”

Lilly floated down the stairs in tight black leggings and a plunge-neck leotard, her mother’s sequined heels from the previous day, thick eye makeup, and a voluminous head of teased hair. “This is just phase one. And by the way, from now on, you’re Camille.”

“Okaaaay.” Anne narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “And why exactly are we Brigitte and Camille?”

“There’s Vivienne, too.” Lilly reached the bottom of the stairs and gestured upward as her mother stood at the top of the steps in a slinky, painted-on black dress with a deep V-neckline, six-inch feathered heels, and similar hair and makeup.

“Hi, Marissa. I mean, Vivienne.” She looked back at Lilly. “At least she looks kinda like herself. But you . . .”

“It’s for the case.” Lilly adjusted her leotard.

Anne looked confused and pointed to her outfit. “How is this helping your housekeeper?”

“The other case. The Sizzle Strangler. He likes young, French, ballet-types. Come on, you’re next, Camille.” She waved Anne up the stairs. “We have your outfit already picked out.”

Anne stood at the bottom of the stairs. “We’re trying to attract a strangler? Now, does this sound like a wise idea to you?”

“Would you just come on?”

When Anne reached Marissa’s room, she stood back with a fearful expression. The room looked like Marissa’s suitcases and makeup kits had exploded all over it. Dresses, chemises, and spandex pants were strewn all over the bed and chair, and hanging from every door. The bathroom was a mess of lipstick tubes, eye shadow palettes, brushes, and hair products.

“Anne, darling, with your slim figure, you’ll pull off the ballet look perfectly.” Marissa held up a pale pink leotard with a wide scoop neck, matching tights, and sparkly pink heels. “You need to capitalize on your assets.”

“My assets?” Anne’s face was sheepish. She turned to Lilly. “And what did you mean, this is only phase one?”

“This hair,” Lilly said, pointing to her gravity-defying chestnut locks, rigid with hairspray, “is just to get the idea. Phase two is Operation Redhead.”

“Okay, now you’re scaring me.”

“The Sizzle Strangler has a thing for redheads.” Lilly smiled.

“I’ve never dyed my hair in my life,” Anne said, grabbing her sandy blond waves.

“No, we’re getting wigs. Big, red wigs. To seal the deal.” Lilly sat at the vanity table and pulled out a notebook. “Okay, Camille, here’s your profile.”

“My profile? For what?”

“Sizzle! We’re luring the strangler out of hiding.”

“You do hear yourself, right?” She leaned toward the notebook. “What about you?”

“I, Brigitte, will also make a profile.”

Anne looked at the profile. “I’m a prima ballerina for the Miami City Ballet? I went to finishing school at the Emily Post Institute? And have a ten-million-dollar trust fund?” She turned to Marissa, who was pulling her dress further down, displaying her black lace Spanks underneath. “Do you have a profile, too?”

“Of course, darling.” Marissa checked her lipstick in the mirror. “Already had one.”

Thirty minutes later, the three women walked down the stairs, with Anne clutching the banister to avoid falling off of Marissa’s spike heels. “I better not see anyone I know in this.”

“You look great. Marissa’s right.” Lilly snickered. “You really do pull off the ballet physique.”

Marissa nodded and turned to Lilly. “So, your friend with the wigs. Who is it?”

“She’s, uh, well, that’s not important right now,” Lilly stammered as she eyed Anne and grabbed the SUV keys.

“Hey, Miss Lilly?” Brian called from the kitchen. “Do you have any more of that natural bug spray? I was going to—” He stood motionless, staring at the three women, and his eyes grew wide. “Oh, sorry, I was just . . .” He headed back into the kitchen.

“Oh, come back, silly boy,” Marissa said.

“Hey, Brian, it’s really me under all this warpaint,” Lilly said, chuckling. “It’s for work. But what did you need?”

Brian crept back toward the stairs. His eyes fixated on Anne. “Wow. Anne?”

“Very funny, Brian!” Anne said, her face turning red. “You see what these two have put me up to?”

Lilly smiled, leaned toward Brian, and whispered. “Today, she’s Camille, the rich prima ballerina.”

Brian was speechless for a long moment, but his bewildered gaze kept returning to Anne. He turned to Lilly. “Uh, I was just asking about . . .” He took a breath. “I-I don’t know what I was asking about, honestly.”

“Well, we’ll be back later,” Lilly said. “As redheads.”

Brian gave a baffled nod. “Okay.”

“Bid the garçon adieu, mademoiselles.” Lilly waved at Brian, grabbed the keys, and herded them toward the door.
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“I’m really glad this thing has tinted windows,” Anne said, pulling at her leggings in the back seat. “Geez, these things are really tight, Marissa.”

“Beauty is pain, darling.” Marissa pulled down the mirror on the sunshade.

Lilly rolled her eyes. “So, is that Isabella lady still there at Carrington’s? The one who knew Archibald and freaked out when he died.”

“Yes. She’s supposed to check out tomorrow.”

“What’s their connection?”

“No clue. Maybe she just doesn’t like seeing people fall over dead.” Anne seemed to think for a moment. “Though a big bouquet of flowers arrived from Dixie’s this afternoon for her.”

“Really? Did you read the card?” Lilly looked at Anne in the rearview mirror.

“No! I don’t read my guests’ mail!” Anne huffed.

“You need to. Maybe there’s an important clue in there.” Lilly thought of Gertrude. “There’s a lot at stake.”

Anne gave an exasperated sigh. “I can just see my reviews now. Manager rummages through my private belongings.” She looked at Lilly’s concerned expression. “Fine. I’ll try. I did notice her name was written in beautiful script.”

“Good observation.”

“What, you think the flowers or Isabella had something to do with Archibald’s death?”

“I don’t know. But sometimes the puzzle pieces aren’t obvious early on. We just keep observing.”

Anne nodded. “So where are we going anyway? We just passed the only beauty store in town.”

Lilly turned off Main Street and headed down a wooded road that led to a dead end.

Anne’s eyes grew wide. “No.” She looked aghast as Raven’s rear fins came into view as well as life size statues of Joan of Arc, Cleopatra, and Lady Godiva nude on a horse. “You did not tell me we were going to crazy library lady’s haunted house again!”

“We have to go where the wigs are. Just chill, okay?” Lilly parked behind Raven and she and Marissa emerged from the SUV. “Anne, would you come on?”

Anne reluctantly stepped out of the SUV as Marissa and Lilly walked toward the front door.

Marissa examined the statues up close. “How very unusual.”

“Oh, just wait,” Anne added, rolling her eyes.

“So, this may be a little strange, but our librarian, Penelope, has certain rules about her house,” Lilly explained to her mother. She knocked three times on the door and yelled, “One if by land, two if by sea!”

“What are you doing, Lilly?” Marissa asked, peering down at the doormat that read yl’el.

“The secret knock.” She noticed the object of her mother’s stare. “Oh, that’s welcome in Klingon.”

Marissa gave a puzzled, but amused, nod.

The three women waited for a moment.

“Oh, well, no answer. Darn.” Anne turned to walk back to the SUV when the door opened.

“Would you get back here?” Lilly had her hands on her hips.

Penelope stood in the doorway in a shimmering mermaid suit and strawberry blonde wig cascading down to her knees.

“Hey, Penelope. This is my mom, Marissa. And you remember Anne.”

“Hello, all. Lilly, your request for wigs has me inspired. You’re familiar with the myth of Sirens of the Sea?” She patted her golden waves with one hand and the armored statue of William Wallace that stood sentinel in the foyer with the other.

“Myth of the Sirens.” Lilly thought a moment. “The Odyssey?”

Penelope gave a regal nod. “Very good.” She pulled up her shimmering fin a few inches and walked into a dimly lit hallway. “This way.”

“Oh, man, not again.” Anne whimpered.

Marissa’s eyes were wide, and she had a curious smile as she followed Penelope, gazing into the room with the wax figurines of Clara Barton and George Washington. “How utterly odd.”

“No kidding,” Anne said, holding Marissa in front of her as she walked.

Penelope pulled open two large French doors to a musty closet at the end of the hall. “And now, my wig collection.”

Lilly, Marissa, and Anne peered into the closet that was the size of a small bedroom. Perhaps twenty mannequins stood with vacant stares, each draped in a wig. Anne gulped.

“Over here is the redhead section.” Penelope gestured to the left. “I pulled out some classic favorites for you. Here, let me give you more light.” She reached out of the closet door to a dusty shelf and brought in an eight-inch stuffed squirrel. His stiff paws held a candlestick, and he sported a tiny top hat. She lit a match and an eerie glow illuminated the closet. “There. Much better.”

Anne gasped and hid behind Marissa, whispering, “See what I mean? It’s like the Munster’s house.”

Penelope pointed to one mannequin. “Here we have the Athena wig, the Greek goddess of wisdom and the battlefield, often depicted with long wavy red hair down her back. I have a medieval spear somewhere around here that goes with her.” She rummaged through a back shelf for a moment before batting a hand.

“Athena goes with your skin tone,” Marissa told Anne, handing her the wig.

“Next, we have the Aphrodite wig,” Penelope said, pointing to another mannequin. “Greek goddess of love and beauty, with sumptuous long, red curls to her thighs.”

“That’s for you, Brigitte,” Anne said, folding her arms, as Marissa nodded.

“And, slightly less mythical, but certainly no less a classic, the Rita Hayworth wig.” She gestured to a mannequin wearing the wavy auburn wig past the shoulders. “A timeless sex symbol with more husbands than you could count.”

“Got your name all over it, Vivienne,” Lilly said, nudging Marissa, who enthusiastically took the wig, put it on, and admired herself in the closet’s ornate, tarnished mirror.

“Okay, now can we get out of here?” Anne whispered to Lilly.

“Penelope, you’ve outdone yourself again. We really appreciate it.” Lilly took the Aphrodite wig and put it on.

Penelope gave Lilly a gander from all sides and nodded. “Fabulous. Very glad I could help.”

When Marissa and Lilly turned to leave the closet, Anne was nowhere in sight. They followed Penelope to the front door to find Anne out by the road and the SUV, holding her Athena wig out at arm’s length.

“Unusual girl, that one.” Penelope turned back to Lilly and Marissa.

Marissa gave a long appraising look at William Wallace’s armored physique and smiled. “Thank you, darling. This has been a most captivating and peculiar experience.”

“Thank you. And you’re welcome.” Penelope gathered her fin, and her face grew serious as she put up a finger. She lifted her chin and her voice. “Though, be mindful of your power, Sirens! Lest you render unsuspecting sailors helpless with your beauty!” She held her head high and threw a hand in the air as she closed the door.

“Okay, Vivienne.” Lilly shot a conspiratorial smile to her mother. “Showtime.”


CHAPTER 16
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When they arrived back at Magnolia Manor, Anne was on a roll. “I do not ever want to go back to that house, Lilly. I mean, a taxidermy squirrel candle? Seriously? That cannot be normal.”

“She’s eccentric, darling. She travels to the beat of her own drum.” Marissa leaned over Lilly’s shoulder as they entered their Sizzle profiles. “Plus, the Athena wig will make you positively irresistible.”

Anne sighed. “Can’t we make Lilly the most irresistible?”

“We need to bombard him with enticing redheads,” Lilly said. “Lure him out of retirement. I’ll bet he’ll bite.”

“And then what?” Anne put her hands on her hips over the wavy, red curls.

“Just . . . don’t worry about that.” Lilly smiled as she tapped away at their profiles. “Okay, so you’re Camille DuPont, Marissa will be Vivienne Astor, and I’m Brigitte … Carrington.”

“Carrington? Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Anne asked.

“It’ll sound more authentic, especially if he looks up Carrington and sees he was a legit Florida multimillionaire.”

“So, what, you’re like his high-class daughter with ballet shoes and a trust fund?”

“See? Sounds like a winner already.” She thought for a moment. “And if he did want to meet, I could suggest . . .”

“Do not say Carrington’s hotel. I would totally die. Not to mention be so fired.”

“I was thinking the Pink Pelican in Crystal Beach, near the old pier. Now that part, I will not be telling Brock Armstrong. He’s not even close to signing off on the profile part.”

Anne stared at her profile as Lilly typed. “Can you at least make mine sound less wide-eyed and gullible?”

“He likes gullible. He wants to swindle us out of our millions, remember?” Lilly sighed. “Okay, like what?”

“How about I . . . graduated Suma cum laude . . . in biochemistry . . . from the Sorbonne.” Anne smiled at her idea.

Lilly smirked at her. “We’re not trying to attract Dr. Bellamy.”

Anne’s smile faded.

Lilly sighed. “Okay, how about cum laude in . . . French literature . . . from Radcliffe? No, still way too brainy for him.”

Anne’s face perked up again. “No, that sounds exactly like Camille DuPont. Beauty, class, and brains.”

“Well, you’ll have one thing that Vivienne and I don’t have. He goes for exclusively twenty-somethings. For Camille, no faking needed there.”

Marissa let out a small laugh. “Darling, when I’m finished with the three sirens, we’ll all be twenty-somethings.”

“Yes, you’ve done a great job so far.” Lilly said. “Got to give you that.”

“I’m not talking about clothes and makeup.” She nudged Lilly out of the chair and pulled up Vivienne Astor’s Sizzle profile. “Watch how it’s done, girls.”

Lilly and Anne stared at the screen as Marissa clicked on the control settings to bring up the profile photo filter option.

She clicked on her own picture, applied the filter, and they watched as sixty-five-year-old Marissa catapulted back in time to become twenty-something Vivienne. “Voilà.”

Lilly and Anne’s mouths dropped open. “How do you know how to do this?”

Marissa stared up at them. “I can use technology just like you girls.”

“Wow,” Anne said with a dazed look. “Mom’s got some tricks up her sleeve.”

Marissa gave a knowing smile and stood up from the chair.

“Must say, Vivienne, you just upped our chances even more.” Lilly tapped furiously on the keyboard and then hit one final key. “Okay, mademoiselles. Profiles live.”

“Looks perfect.” Marissa had the Sizzle app pulled up on her phone and looked at her filtered profile picture. She hit the share button and giggled. “There.”

“I’m afraid to ask what you’re doing.” Lilly tried to peer at her phone.

“Oh, Reds will adore me as a young, French Rita Hayworth.” She threw her head back and her red curls bounced on her shoulders. She looked into the living room. “Oh, Dexter, darling, do you have your camera handy?”

Marissa sauntered off into the living room where Dexter was playing a board game with the Millers.

“Your mom’s got game,” Anne said, shaking her head.

“She’s got something,” Lilly said.

Anne tugged at her leotard. “I can’t wait to get out of this getup.”

“Me, too. Well, our work here is complete. For now.” Lilly walked toward her caretaker’s quarters to change, and Anne followed. “But keep it handy in case he bites.”

“Oh, man . . .” Anne whined.

Quigley and Brian walked in the back door and stopped short.

“Whoa,” Brian said, eyes wide at Anne in the red wig.

Anne laughed. “Hey, don’t look at me. It was Brigitte’s idea.” She pointed at Lilly.

“Brigitte,” Quigley said with an intrigued smile. “Where have you been all my life?”

Lilly laughed. “This is for work.” She spun around on her high heels and her Aphrodite wig cascaded around her.

“Work?” Quigley’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you’re going to look like that to catch the maniac strangler.”

“We’re luring him,” Anne clarified.

“Wow,” Brian said as he appeared to try to avert his stare from Anne, but it returned.

“It’s just for our profiles,” Lilly said. “Not like we’re going to meet him . . . probably.”

Quigley’s face showed his suspicion. “Lilly . . .”

“What?” She headed toward her room and flipped her red hair. “At some point, we might have to improvise. It’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”
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When Lilly arrived at the FBI meeting in the morning, she could barely contain her smile.

“What’s up with you?” Gerber asked.

“Just been . . . working on something.”

“Like for the case?”

“You could say that.”

Armstrong came out of the back office and stood at the whiteboard. “Okay, everyone. We’re several days into this by now. We need results. What do you have for me?” He scanned the room. “Gerber.”

“Yes, sir, so I did examine the one laptop—from Monique Forbes—and there was a blurry image of a man as a screensaver, just as Livingston predicted. Clean cut, preppy.” He held up a grainy picture of a handsome dark-haired man of about forty. “We’re running a facial recognition off it to see if we get an identity. It’s blurry, but we’re giving it a try.”

“You realize this man on the screen could be anyone,” Armstrong said. “Could be a family member. Or a non-killer boyfriend.”

“Well, yes, sir, of course. That’s certainly possible, but in case it’s the guy⁠—”

“Anything else, Gerber?”

“Yes, sir, and this is from only one source, of course, but we were able to retrieve some more of the text from what appears to be an ongoing romantic exchange. There was no profile picture of the man, only of Ms. Forbes. Guessing he likely took it down. But I alerted the Bureau’s cyber division to see if they’d be able to retrieve past computer data that was later deleted.”

“Good, Gerber. Keep us updated.” He looked around the room and hesitated. “Yes, Livingston.”

“I just wanted to ask Gerber what some of the text sounded like.”

“Why?” Armstrong scowled. “What exactly would you do with this information?”

Perez spoke up. “Well, if she tries to lure him, sir, she could use some of the same words.”

“Exactly,” Lilly said with a nod to Agent Perez.

“There will be no luring! Got it?”

“Got it, sir,” Lilly lied. “But just saying, how much harm could it be? It’s not like anyone’s going to meet the guy. Just nudge him out of hiding.”

“He’s absconded with multiple millions of dollars. Maybe he doesn’t need to come out of hiding.” Armstrong stood with his arms crossed.

“True, that’s possible. Then again, he made ten million off the first vic, Jacqueline Vanderbilt. Then millions more, but even so, he kept at it over and over.”

“Your point?”

“Just that money did not appear to be his only motive, sir.” She pointed to the column of victim characteristics. “I think he had a penchant, a weakness, for these particular traits and characteristics—red hair, French names, ballet dancers, et cetera. That, together with what I mentioned before about his deep psychological need fulfillment⁠—”

“Oh geez, his need fulfillment,” Armstrong muttered as he rolled his eyes then looked squarely at Lilly. “What should we look into next? His mommy?”

Lilly sighed.

“All very fascinating. But none of this has any bearing on anything you’ll be doing.”

She shrugged and turned to Agent Gerber. “Just out of curiosity, what was some of the wording in the text?”

Gerber flipped through his notes. “He called her ‘my ginger beauty’ and one of the last entries was ‘tonight will be unforgettable.’ She used a lot of French terms, called him mon chéri and mon amour, and talked about rich stuff—meeting him in her BMW, going to galas, flying to Monaco.”

Agent Armstrong turned to take a sip of water as Lilly approached the whiteboard.

She started adding the phrases and information in a new column on the board.

“What are you doing?” Armstrong said, turning back and towering over Lilly.

“It will help us solve the puzzle, sir, if all the pieces we know so far are right here in front of us. Like before.”

Armstrong gave an exasperated sigh.

“I think it helps,” Perez said, raising his hand.

Armstrong shot a steely stare at him. “Are we any closer to nailing our killer, Perez?”

Perez sat back in his seat. “Well . . . no.”

“No, not yet,” Lilly said confidently, nodding at Agent Perez as she finished the list.

“Enough, Livingston.” Armstrong snatched the marker from her hand. “Let’s wrap it up, people.”

Lilly took her seat but felt emboldened by her team’s support. She leaned over toward Gerber. “If the facial image matches an identity, text me his name.”

Gerber nodded and whispered back. “Are you really going to make a Sizzle profile?”

Lilly snickered and shot him a secretive smile.

“You are!” His eyes were wide.

Lilly put her notebook back into her messenger bag. “A woman never reveals her secrets.”


CHAPTER 17
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When Lilly returned to Magnolia Manor after the meeting, she felt that same silent void since Gert was arrested. She had loads of laundry ahead of her today and knew she had to restock for tomorrow’s continental breakfast. Luckily, she thought, the guys from Miami were easy-going, as were the Millers and Dexter. She looked at the Millers in the living room playing a lively game of chess and thought how much everything had changed since they grew up and fell in love. A world where you didn’t filter your looks online or alter your identity and you met each other in person, not over a five-by-three-inch screen.

As she grabbed a heap of sheets, she headed to the laundry room and thought of the Sizzle Strangler. And Archibald Worthington. And Gertrude. Of course, Chief Crowder had little sympathy for Gertrude since seeing the video and running her background. When Lilly insisted they reinspect the part of the video with Gertrude to make sure it was real, Crowder assured her they had checked and double-checked it. She knew full well that the evidence doesn’t lie. But as Reds said, if it seems to lie, then you don’t have all the evidence. So, what was missing?

Lilly stuffed the sheets in the washer, and her phone pinged in her pocket. She viewed the popup: You have a new Sizzle message. She tapped the app to read the message—Hi, Brigitte, I’m Garrett. She saw no profile picture.

Lilly texted back. Hi, Garrett. Nice to meet you. I’m new on Sizzle.

Welcome, ginger beauty.

“Bingo,” Lilly whispered. After a couple casual exchanges of pleasantries, Lilly added, Would love to talk later, mon chéri. Must bid you adieu. Ballet class.

His reply was quick. Don’t be a stranger.

As she added detergent, Anne called. “So, I read the card on Isabella’s flowers. Get this, some poor guy’s pleading with her: Please come back to me. Whatever it takes. And then there were two tickets to Paris.”

“Wow, who could that be?” Lilly thought a moment. “On the surface, I’d say maybe she’d broken up with Archibald, and he was trying to win her back. But then, with the flirty wave she gave him that day at the festival, it sure looked like she was into him.”

“Right. It’s mysterious.” Anne laughed nervously. “I got a message on Sizzle.”

“You did? Me, too!” Lilly said. “Did he say any of those sayings he likes?”

“Not so far. If it’s even the guy at all. There are all kinds of . . . hungry-looking types on that Sizzle. Ew.”

“Well, as for mine, I do think it’s the guy. First, he called me ginger beauty, and then I laid the French and ballet stuff on pretty thick, and he wants to talk later. Let’s see how it plays out. He can’t resist all of us. Or that’s my theory.”

“Right. What about Marissa?”

“Her phone’s blowing up like crazy.” Lilly snickered and shook her head. “Can you believe she got seventy-eight new messages in like the first hour?”

Anne chuckled. “What did I tell you? Vivienne’s got some serious game.”

“Well, none so far with the strangler’s phrases. But she’s still scrolling through them.” Lilly picked up a basket of towels. “So, any inside intel on Harmony Jade?”

“From the Carrington gossip over espresso this morning, it sounded like she went to college with some of their children. They were calling her Olivia, so I guess she changed her name to Harmony later. Supposedly, she’s a real radical brainiac. Studied environmental engineering at Stanford. Then returned here to carry on her mission to preserve Florida wetlands and stop wealthy developers who destroy the environment and endanger native species. She wasn’t getting a whole lot of sympathy from this Carrington group. Sounds like they kind of think she’s an unstable kook.”

“Oh, wow. So, then Archibald may have represented the wealthy elite that she hated. Not that I want to accuse her, or anyone, but maybe this could help Gert’s chances. Keep snooping and keep me posted.” She ended the call and quickly tapped the incoming one. “Hey, Dr. B. What’s going on?”

“Hi, Lilly, I just wanted to get back to you about your questions. I talked to Dr. Zoe Newport, the neuropsychologist I mentioned who specializes in facial recognition studies. She’s happy to meet with you later today about your concerns if you like.”

“That would be great, Dr. B. My head’s just swimming with both cases. I could use some clear-cut facts to work with.”

“No problem, Lilly, I’ll let her know,” Dr. Bellamy said. “Happy to help.”

She returned to the laundry and heard her phone ping again.

A text from Agent Gerber. Get this, if our killer’s the guy on the screensaver, preppy strangler’s name is Wilbert Dorkins.

Lilly chuckled and texted back. What? No wonder he changed it to Chad and Biff.

Right! Gerber wrote.

Lilly sat at the kitchen table, deep in thought. This Garrett just had to be the guy. Lilly thought of how happy Armstrong would be to have his little Drifter’s Cove team solve this case in the deputy director’s spotlight. Her phone pinged yet again.

What are you up to, Ginger? I miss you.

Going to a gala tonight in Crystal Beach.

Oh, Crystal Beach. The land of the Carringtons.

Yes. It hasn’t been the same since grandfather died. You know of us?

One of Florida’s most elite families. And, I hear, one of the most generous.

Yes, my grandfather Baron was a great philanthropist. Tonight there is an exclusive event in his honor. What are you up to?

In a bit of a jam.

What kind of jam?

Meeting with bankers. Short on cash to cover my mother’s experimental cancer treatment expenses.

C’est terrible!

As their exchange went on and off for the rest of the afternoon, Lilly washed and cleaned, mopped floors, and poured it on as a rich, wide-eyed, compassionate, French-speaking stool pigeon—with Garrett, the suave, downtrodden, loyal son. Lilly knew she had to work fast. With no time for an extended cyber courtship, she moved straight to the point. I know we haven’t known each other long, Garrett, but I feel I know you.

Same here, ginger beauty.

How did it go at the bank?

Could have gone better. Disappointing.

I want to help you.

Help me how?

With your mom’s treatment. I have a large trust fund.

I couldn’t ask you to do that.

Grandpa’s money should go to a good cause. I’ll skip the gala and meet you instead. I’ll bring a check.

Tempting. Most beautiful, young French girls don’t have checkbooks.

The Carringtons are old school. Grandfather never wanted us to bank online.

I see.

How about I meet you tonight at the Pink Pelican Hotel? It’s right next to the Crystal Beach pier. New building, bright pink, can’t miss it.

There was no response from Garrett for almost twenty minutes. Then it came.

Meet you there. Just made a reservation. Come to room 1001, tenth floor penthouse.

I’ll be there, mon chérie.

Tonight will be unforgettable.

Lilly shuddered as she heard those last words. The same ones that he had said to Monique Forbes the night she was killed. She looked at herself in the mirror in the foyer and cringed at the image looking back at her—hair in a ponytail, old T-shirt, and baggy shorts. She had to work fast. She leaped up the stairs to her mother’s room. “Oh, ma mère, I need your help. Brigitte Carrington’s on the move.”


CHAPTER 18
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Having resumed Brigitte’s persona, she clipped her tiny tracker—the second one Crowder issued to her when the original was destroyed in the car bomb—to the back of her dance leggings. She knew she should tell Agent Armstrong. I’ll wait to see how it goes. Maybe Garrett won’t even show.

When she walked into the lobby of the Pink Pelican, heads at the lobby bar turned toward the dazzling redhead in the ballet tights and ballroom spike heels as she sauntered toward the elevator. She stared at herself in the elevator mirror, and remembering Marissa’s suggestion, reluctantly tugged the neck of her leotard lower. She pushed the button for the tenth floor.

When the door opened, she looked around to see that there was only one room on the entire floor—room 1001. The only other doors were to a housekeeping closet on one end of the hallway and an emergency stairwell on the other. The door to 1001 was ajar with red rose petals on the carpet in front of the door and leading inside. He’s here. Lilly’s breathing became shallow. I have to call Armstrong. She cringed as she pulled up her contacts and tapped the call button.

“What’s going on, Livingston?” he answered in an aggravated voice.

Lilly could hear a sports channel in the background. “An update of sorts, sir.”

“Livingston, can this wait?”

“I don’t think so, sir. And if you could please just hear me out before jumping to conclusions, sir. I’m really on to something.”

He hesitated. “What do you mean, on to something?”

Lilly took a deep breath. “I-I’ve lured the Sizzle Strangler.”

His voice lowered to a near snarl. “Didn’t I tell you not to get involved with this cockamamie idea of yours? I was right in the middle of . . .” He let out a loud sigh. “Just meet at the office and show me what you found.”

“Uh, sir, it went a little beyond that.” Lilly heard the TV click off.

“What did you do?”

Lilly gulped. “Uh, let’s just say that the luring went really, really well.”

“Where are you?”

“In the hallway outside the tenth-floor penthouse suite of the Pink Pelican Hotel. He made a reservation for us.”

“He? As in the strangler?”

“Right.” She shut her eyes tight, waiting for what was next.

“What is wrong with you? This maniac has murdered countless young women!”

“Yes, sir, I know. And that’s why I really wanted to try. I just thought that if I could get this far, we could bring him to justice, once and for all.”

“You’ve really done it this time, Livingston.” He huffed loudly. “I’ll be right there. Don’t do anything. Got it?”

Lilly sunk against the wall in the hallway. “I got it.”
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Lilly hid in the stairwell for twenty minutes. Something was nagging at her. Something that didn’t add up. She gave a sigh of relief when the elevator doors opened and Armstrong and Gerber walked out. “Thanks so much for coming.” She pointed to the door and the roses.

Armstrong stared at her wig and outfit and rolled his eyes. Gerber’s eyes were wide, and he mouthed wow. They marched toward the door.

But wait, Lilly thought. There wasn’t an available hotel room in the whole area for the festival. So, how could he book a reservation? “Sir, on second thought, I may have jumped to concl⁠—”

“Stay out of the way,” Armstrong said to Lilly, drawing his gun. “Gerber, you ready?”

Armstrong shoved the door open, and it smacked against the wall. “FBI!” Gerber rushed in after him.

From the hallway, Lilly could hear a young woman squeal and a man yell.

A moment later, Armstrong backed out of the room with his gun down by his side. “Again, we are so sorry to disturb you, and congratulations on your wedding. Our apologies.”

Armstrong’s face was crimson as he glared at Lilly, stomped into the hallway, and stuffed his weapon into its holster. He spoke in a low grumble. “This is the last straw. You do realize the scrutiny we’re under for this case. I could lose my job—my career—because of you!” He motioned to Gerber. “Let’s go.”

Gerber shot Lilly a sheepish look as he and Armstrong walked toward the elevator.

“Yes sir, I know how important it is! Please, I know he’s here somewhere, or he’s coming! He could be late. Or toying with us somehow.”

“Save it, Livingston.” Armstrong and Gerber disappeared into the elevator.

Lilly leaned against the wall near room 1001, pondering her next move. Maybe go to the lobby bar and look for him? Stand out by the pool? She let out a defeated sigh. Oh, forget it. She pushed the elevator button and watched the illuminated panel above the door show the elevator’s ascent. Finally, the bell rang for floor ten and the doors opened.

A well-groomed man with short dark hair, a white Oxford shirt, blue cargo shorts, and white leather boat shoes stood inside. He gave her a long, appraising look and smiled.

Lilly stifled a gasp and forced a polite smile at the man. “Hi! Oops, you know, I really meant to take the stairs. Have a nice day, sir.” She backed away from the elevator, then hurried toward the stairs.

When she opened the door and stepped into the stairwell, she took a deep breath on the landing, then leaned against an adjacent door labeled roof to kick off her heels and head down the stairwell. After just one step down, the door to the hallway behind her slammed open and the man reached in and grabbed her by the arm, pulling her back with one swift move.

“My ginger beauty, so we meet.”

Lilly jerked her arm free and fell toward the roof exit door. She pushed it open, ran out onto the roof, and hid behind a large metal pipe with steam rising out the top. She could see the side of the man coming toward her.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” the man said, pulling a rope from his shorts pocket. “All I need is that check, and I’ll bid you adieu.”

Yeah, right. Lilly remembered her tracker! She pulled the device off the back of her tights and pressed the SOS button, knowing it would alert Crowder and the Drifter’s Cove P.D. She groaned. It’ll show the address, but they’ll never know I’m up here! Ever so gently, she plucked her phone from the back pocket of her leggings and texted Armstrong: Strangler. Roof.

Before she had a chance to look up, she was wrenched backward out of her hiding place by the neck. She gasped for air as the man tightened the rope. He pulled her toward the edge of the roof and yanked her wig off.

“You think you’re very tricky, don’t you? You don’t know who you’re dealing with, ma chérie,” he said with a mocking laugh. “See, I told you tonight would be unforgettable.”

He tugged her backward along the edge of the roof by the rope. Lilly coughed and choked, trying in vain to pull the rope away from her throat. She felt herself start to get woozy.

Then she remembered something. Something very counterintuitive about being strangled.
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Turn toward your attacker, Eli had said. Regain your center, then strike.

With the last of her strength, still holding on to the rope around her neck, Lilly spun around toward the man, releasing the pressure on her windpipe. She glanced up to see the fury in his face and shoved the heel of her hand into the bridge of his nose. He yelped and fell backward, pulling Lilly with him, now so close to the roof’s edge that her leg dangled off.

She heard a distant voice yell from below. “She’s up there!”

Lilly looked down to the ground near the pier and saw police cars. Hurry!

Blood trickled from his nose as he clutched the rope. “I do so love my usual method.” He looked down to the ground and a sinister smile emerged on his face. “But sometimes another way presents itself.”

Lilly lay on her stomach grasping a small black pipe that stuck out of the roof.

He pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “You won’t be needing this, mon amour.” He shoved it into his cargo shorts pocket and pushed her legs over the side.

“You won’t get away with this, Wilbert!” Lilly clung to the pipe with her remaining strength. “Wilbert Dorkins!”

“What did you call me?” he yelled as he started to pry her hands off the pipe. “I despise that name!”

“Freeze!” a familiar voice yelled, causing the man to loosen his grip on Lilly’s hands.

“Grab her, Gerber!” Agent Armstrong seized the Sizzle Strangler from the roof’s edge by the scruff of the neck, throwing him down onto the roof in a prone position in one fiery motion. “You’re going down, you maniac!”

Agent Gerber grabbed Lilly’s arms in a fierce grip and pulled her up to the roof with such force that the two fell back several feet, almost hitting the big metal steam vent.

Lilly gasped for breath. “Thanks, Gerber.”

“Don’t mention it.” His chest was heaving. “It’s Dorkins all right. From the picture.”

Lilly nodded. “Yeah.”

“That was close.” He took a deep breath, turned to Lilly, and laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“You did it.” He shook his head, grinning. “You did it again, Livingston.”

Lilly was drained of energy but let out an exhausted laugh of her own. “Armstrong’s still gonna kill me.” She reached across the roof a few feet away and retrieved her Aphrodite wig. “Though this worked like a charm.”

The roof door slammed open. Chief Crowder ran in from the emergency stairwell door, guns drawn.

The chief looked at Lilly. “Are you injured?”

Lilly shook her head and held up the tracker. “New one works.”

Crowder’s face nearly broke into a smile. “Yes.”

Chief Crowder held her gun trained on the Sizzle Strangler as Agent Armstrong slapped handcuffs on him and read him his rights.
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When they reached the first floor of the Pink Pelican, the tanned patrons drinking umbrella drinks in the hotel lobby were aghast at the sight.

The agents pushed a shackled Wilbert Dorkins out the front door of the hotel and toward a waiting police cruiser.

“Agent Armstrong!” Lilly called out. “Grab my phone, from his pocket!”

Armstrong looked down at a pink, flowered phone sticking out of Dorkins’ pocket. “Won’t be needing a phone where you’re going, buddy.” He tossed the phone to Lilly and stared at her. “We’ll be talking later about this.”

“Yes, sir.” Lilly groaned.

“But sir,” Gerber piped up, “she did it again!”

“She almost got herself killed.” He shoved Dorkins into the cruiser and slammed the door. He looked at Lilly for a long moment. “I told you—specifically—not to do this.”

“Yes, I know, sir.”

“It was highly dangerous for a civilian.”

“Not to mention unorthodox,” Chief Crowder said, standing next to him. “And against protocol.”

“Yes, chief.” Lilly stood barefoot, her mother’s heels still in the stairwell, holding her red wig over her arm.

Armstrong turned to Crowder. “You informed me of her rogue antics before she even started.”

“Yes.” Chief Crowder nodded. “And also that, somehow, they work.”
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Driving back to Drifter’s Cove, Lilly’s sense of satisfaction from cracking the Sizzle Strangler case started to fade. It was hard to maintain her buoyant feeling when Gert was sitting in a jail cell. Instead of going back to Magnolia Manor, Lilly headed to the police station. She found a pair of flip-flops in the back of the SUV and headed up the steps. Officer Velasquez stood at the welcome desk, looking down at the computer screen.

“Hey, Officer Velasquez. I’m here to see Gertrude Wozniak.”

“Hi Lil—” He stood back, staring at her outfit and studying her face thick with makeup and sparkly eye shadow.

“Oh, right.” She looked down at her tights and leotard. “I just came from kind of an FBI thing. You should have seen me when I still had the red wig on.”

“Red wig?” He looked intrigued. “You were undercover?”

“You could say that.” She snickered. “But I just want to talk to Gertrude.”

He sighed and shook his head. “You know it’s a slam dunk, and she’ll probably plead guilty and be out of here soon. The Public Defender just left.”

“Plead guilty? She says she didn’t do it!” Lilly crossed her arms. “And I believe her.”

“Yeah, okay.” Velasquez smirked. “You realize she was caught red-handed on video? And she’s got a record? Look, if it makes you feel better, pleading guilty can help her get a lighter sentence. Maybe twenty years instead of life.”

Lilly glared at him and stood steadfast.

“All right, then.” He picked up the radio. “Gasinski, visitor to see Gertrude Wozniak. I’ll send her through to holding.” He looked at Lilly and waved her through.

“Thanks.” Lilly headed to the holding area and a buzz sounded above the doors as they opened.

Officer Gasinski stood on the other side, looked her up and down, and shot Lilly a baffled stare. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but don’t get your hopes up on this one, Lilly.” He led her back toward the cells. “There’s only one more suspect we’re still investigating.”

“Harmony Jade?”

“Right.”

She thought of what Anne said. “I hear she’s like a radical genius environmentalist.”

“Where’d you hear that?”

Lilly shrugged. “Oh, you know, here and there.”

“We ran her background. Real name is Olivia Worthington, the victim’s estranged daughter. Grew up here. Went away to college and returned. Stayed local while he moved away to live his rich life.”

So that’s why she was yelling about him being a traitor. “Did the video show anything suspicious about her?”

“It caught the heated argument between them and where she said he’ll get what’s coming. Which didn’t sound good for her. But then nothing showing her tampering with his capsules.”

“But, wait, if she’s his daughter,” Lilly began, “then she⁠—”

“Right, she had a clear motive for murder—not only did her father represent what she stands against, she also stood to inherit his substantial fortune. But there’s no actual evidence linking her to the crime.”

“From their argument, it sounded like she’s been arrested before.”

Gasinski nodded. “Oh, yeah. She has a record. A long one.”

“Okay then! Maybe she’s capable of this horrible⁠—”

He shook his head. “Arrested at political protest rallies for chaining herself to trees, nothing violent. Though granted, she’s not your run-of-the-mill peace-loving hippie. We found ties to environmental terrorist groups who have hacked into the electrical grid and into timber companies’ computers to disrupt their operations. But nothing conclusive on her. If she’s a high-tech hacker, she’s covered her tracks well.” He looked squarely at Lilly. “Everything still points to your housekeeper.” He gestured toward the cell.

Lilly let out an exasperated sigh and walked toward Gertrude’s cell where she was lying down on the cot.

“Hey, Gert.”

Gertrude looked over at her. “What are you doing here?” She sat up and squinted. “You look like a sleazy ballerina.”

Lilly let out a small chuckle. “Yeah, well, that was the point.” She stepped closer. “Anyway, I wanted to talk to you.”

“So did the guy in the suit who just left.”

Lilly gripped the bars and put her tight-lipped face between them. “You have to level with me, Gert. I want to help you, but you have to tell me the truth.”

Gertrude rolled her eyes. “I told everyone the truth. You think they care? Then they showed me the tape of me messing with the guy’s vitamins. Don’t know how. But there I was.” She shook her head. “So, why isn’t anyone looking at Dexter? He’s the one with the camera! And he sure didn’t like me once I told him how it was. Whining like a little girl about his wife. Wah, wah, wah.”

“Dexter told me what he saw that morning. He actually tried to tell me multiple times right after it happened, but I kept getting interrupted. He wasn’t trying to hide anything.”

“Then . . . I. Don’t. Know.” She put her head in her hands.

“Okay.” Lilly dropped her head back and looked at the ceiling. “Let’s think. Is there any possibility, any at all, that you touched Archibald’s case or capsules, for whatever reason, where it just looked like you were tampering with them?”

“You think I’d go near that guy’s pill stash? He was nuts enough as it was.”

“Yes, he was. He was insulting and bossy. So, maybe he made you so mad that in a blind fit of rage, you wanted to get back at him.”

She let out a mocking laugh. “In a blind fit of rage, Clean Freak would have my fist in his face.”

“Your record for violent assault isn’t helping you any here.” Lilly vacillated between believing and doubting her.

“A few bar scuffles. Big deal. You make it sound so dramatic.” She looked up at Lilly. “Look, I heard you’re supposed to be some smarty-pants detective. What motive could I possibly have to go through all that trouble to murder some annoying health freak that I just met at my new job I just got?”

“You tell me.”

“None! If anything, I was bending over backward to be nice to that guy! Downstairs doing breakfast, upstairs to clean his room, down, up, down, up.”

“That’s true.” Lilly thought a minute. “Gert, is it possible that you left his guest room door open and unlocked that morning with all the commotion?”

“I guess it’s possible. Why? How would that help me with my video problem?”

Lilly started pacing in front of the cell. “I don’t know. But it may be a piece.”

“Clock’s ticking for me, chickie.” She plopped back down on the cot and stared at Lilly. “You better solve this puzzle fast, or my skinny butt’s going upstate.”
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Lilly returned to Magnolia Manor to find the guests out in the backyard, enjoying frosty bottles of beer and soda and munching on cheese and crackers. As the sun began its descent, the warm rays gently filtered through the lush canopy of magnolia trees, casting a golden hue across the yard, and the fragrance of blooming gardenias filled the early evening air. Brian was pulling out extra chairs from the shed, and Marissa was buzzing around refilling drinks, still wearing her Rita Hayworth wig. Eli and Quigley were playing gin rummy with the Millers and Dexter at the Ethel table while the guys from Miami were embroiled in a heated poker game at another. Though she was relieved that things were humming along, without Ethel and now Gertrude, this scene just didn’t seem right.

Anne sauntered down the back walkway toward the yard. She’d returned to her usual look—no makeup, wearing a flowered cotton dress and sandals, sandy blonde hair blowing in the breeze.

“What happened to Camille?” Lilly smirked.

“It was time to bid that girl adieu.” She looked at the group and waved to Brian. “He’s doing a really good job around here, huh?”

“Yup.” She smiled at Anne as Marissa joined them.

“What’s the look for?” Anne asked Lilly.

Marissa looked back at Brian, then at Anne. “Because it’s so obvious.”

“What’s obvious?” Anne looked confused.

“Darling, Brian has eyes for you. You can’t be that oblivious.”

“No, she can be,” Lilly corrected.

“What? I don’t think so. It’s just that we all paraded around him as redheaded French ballerinas, and he got a little flustered.”

Lilly looked over at Brian, who seemed to notice their stares and quickly averted his eyes. “He’s flustered now and there are no redheads.” She looked at her mother. “Well, except . . .”

Quigley came over to Lilly and gave her a bear hug. “Feels like days since I’ve seen you.”

“Brigitte kept some weird hours.” She looked at her phone. “But not off duty yet. Dr. B’s going to be calling me with one of his colleagues any minute.”

Quigley, Anne, and Lilly walked into the kitchen and sat down as Lilly’s phone buzzed with a Facetime call from Dr. Bellamy.

“Hi, Lilly. I’m here with Dr. Zoe Newport. Still a good time?”

“By all means. Thanks so much, both of you, for meeting me.”

“Great. As I mentioned, Dr. Newport is a Ph.D. in neuropsychology who is an expert in facial recognition studies and artificial intelligence work.” A woman with a pixie haircut and round-rimmed glasses came into view. “Hi there, Lilly. Dr. Bellamy told me about your dilemma with your housekeeper and the video evidence. Also about your cold case. Sound like real head-scratchers.”

“Well, fortunately, we solved the cold case. But the case with my housekeeper, Gert, remains a mega headscratcher. Thanks for taking the time to call me.”

“No problem. Just so I’m clear, you feel certain that there’s an issue with the video? That what was shown truly did not happen.”

Lilly sighed. “Not one hundred percent, no.” Lilly thought a moment and winced. “Since I have both of you here, I want to ask . . . is it possible that a seemingly normal person could do something rash and out of character, but not remember they did it?”

“Under certain circumstances, it’s definitely possible,” Dr. Bellamy said. “An acute stressor such as a natural disaster, a trauma, or loss of a loved one could cause a brief psychotic episode where an individual could dissociate from reality. Or with certain drugs, prescribed or illegal.”

“Do any of these scenarios fit the individual in the video?” asked Dr. Newton.

“Gert’s sister was killed in a car bomb at my inn a couple months back, and she has no remaining family. This was the first time she’d been here to the scene where it happened. But she seemed so calm about it all.”

“It’s possible that being at the inn retriggered the trauma, resulting in a brief departure from reality where her perceptions and memory were impaired,” Dr. Newton explained. “Grief reactions are complicated. Not just what you see on TV. They can present in a variety of ways. It’s not uncommon for people to say they see the deceased loved one, for example, or hear their voice. It can even trigger a depersonalization disorder where they may walk around as if in a dream with little awareness of their behavior. Just to say, anything’s possible.”

Lilly nodded. “Wow. Of course, I’m really hoping there’s another explanation.”

“Right, I understand,” Dr. Newton said. “So, I’m guessing you have some people in mind who had access to the video, who could have tampered with it?”

“Yes, but none of them seem like the type—or had any reason to do it. There’s the videographer, Dexter, who was paid by the local Chamber of Commerce to video the festival.” She looked out the back window at Dexter who was now sitting at a table by himself with a sketch pad and a Scooby Doo comic book, giggling. “But I can’t imagine him doing something like this. Plus, he was the first one to alert me to Gert’s behavior when he saw it. Then the other guests potentially had access to the camera, the poison, and the deceased guest’s personal effects. But I can’t imagine any of them doing such a thing either or having any reason to.”

“Okay, I see. Have you told the police your concerns? Usually, they have a tech team who can evaluate video quality.”

“They said they inspected it. It’s not that I’m questioning them, but . . . well, I guess I am.”

“No, it makes sense that you’d look deeper. Doctored videos are getting more and more common, and unfortunately, increasingly difficult to identify. Now with AI, the deepfakes are getting better all the time.”

“Deepfakes?” Lilly asked.

“Right. Deepfakes are when someone can take just a few photos, video clips, or sound bytes and use AI technology to create a fake so real that it’s almost imperceptible.”

“Almost imperceptible.”

“Yes. Part of my research in facial recognition studies is about face processing from infancy on. It’s a deeply rooted survival mechanism and humans are bona fide experts at it. Most people can look at a deepfake and get a funny feeling, like something isn’t right about it, but they can’t put their finger on why. Maybe like what you’re doing here, Lilly. It’s interesting—when a person is hooked up to a functional MRI, their brain shows evidence that they detect something that doesn’t fit, even when they aren’t consciously aware of it.” She smiled. “But I digress. For your purposes, I’d have to examine the video. We could get lucky. Even if someone’s using AI to manipulate images and video, sometimes there are tiny mistakes.”

“Like what?”

“Well, with the right equipment like what we use in my lab, when you slow down the video to its individual frames, a few barely noticeable things may be detected. The background isn’t fully consistent, or the mouth movements of the person don’t align exactly with the audio. There are other subtle errors. But those two—dead giveaways.” She hesitated and adjusted her glasses. “However, with the newest, most advanced AI-generated video, there’s little if any evidence of image manipulation frame to frame, so in that case, those newer deepfakes can elude even my higher-level detection programs. Pretty complex stuff.”

“No kidding.” Lilly propped her phone up against the sugar bowl on the kitchen table, keeping her image in view. “Let’s hope whoever did it isn’t that far onto the cutting edge.”

“Exactly.”

Lilly took a deep breath. “If I could get my hands on that video from the police, would you be able to take a look at it for us?”

“Be happy to. Easiest way is to send the video file to my university email.” She spelled her email for Lilly. “But remember, detecting a deepfake and identifying who made it are two different things.”

“I see.” Lilly finished jotting down the email address. “But is it possible to identify who made it?”

“It’s possible. There’s a whole other process for tracking the creator’s digital fingerprint using their computer’s internet protocol—or IP—address if we could find it, plus a handful of other ways. It’s tricky. But it can be done.”

“I really appreciate your time here, Dr. Newport. And Dr. B, thanks a million.”

“My pleasure, Lilly,” Dr. B said.

“I’ll be on the lookout for your email,” Dr. Newton added with a wave.

“Sounds good.” Lilly ended the call and looked at Anne and then Quigley. “Now, I just have to get my hands on that video file.”

“How do you plan to do that?” Anne asked.

Quigley looked skeptical. “Crowder won’t release it. It’s evidence.”

“Right.” Lilly narrowed her eyes, thinking. “So I need someone at the station who doesn’t always exactly follow protocol.” A smile crept over her face as she dialed her phone. “Let’s hope Officer Velasquez is still at the front desk.” She waited as the phone rang.

“Drifter’s Cove P.D., Velasquez.”

“Officer Velasquez, this is Lilly Livingston. It’s about Gertrude Wozniak’s case.”

“Again?”

“Yes, well, we have an additional cyber tech team at the University of Florida in Gainesville who will be further evaluating the video file. So, I’ll just need to give you their email address so you can forward the file to them.”

Velasquez hesitated on the other end of the phone. “I don’t know, Lilly. That’s evidence. Did Crowder sign off on this?”

“Actually, Chief Crowder took the external hard drive from the camera into evidence. This would just be a copy of the video file she downloaded to the station’s computer system. Not messing with any physical evidence.” Lilly waited with no response. “Of course, I can always get my FBI team to access the file, if necessary. Not a big deal.”

“No, no, don’t do that.” He took a breath. “I guess you are kind of one of us now.”

“That’s right.” Lilly stared at the paper with Dr. Newton’s email address, hoping.

He took a deep breath. “Okay, what’s the email?”

Lilly pumped a fist silently, Anne’s mouth dropped open, and Quigley smiled and shook his head. She read the email address one letter at a time.

“So that’s zoenewport@ . . .”

When they hung up, Lilly texted Dr. Bellamy that the file was on its way.

Anne laughed. “You’re unbelievable! Crowder will have your head if she finds out!”

“He just made a copy of the digital file, so nothing should be missing. I don’t think she’ll even know. But she’s all for justice, right? So, if we’re on to something and solve the case, then . . .” She winced. “Okay, true, then she’ll give me the lecture about protocol and then she’ll get over it. All’s well that ends well, right?”

“So, if it is a fake, that means Dexter did it,” Anne said. “But what reason could he possibly have to want to kill Archibald Worthington and frame Gertrude? He doesn’t exactly look like the murdering type. Plus, you said he told you right away what he saw. Why would he bring your attention to it if he was doing some kind of secret . . . deepfake?”

“I don’t know,” Lilly said. “All good points.”

“Look, we’re jumping to conclusions here,” Quigley said. “We don’t even know yet if the video is a fake. And the police already went over and over it and said it was legit.” He touched Lilly’s arm. “Look, Gert and Ethel lived rough lives. They both had records. There is the distinct possibility that it just is what it looks like.” He sighed. “I don’t like it either.”

“Ugh.” Lilly narrowed her eyes. “Unless my suspicions are right because of what Dr. Newport said—how some subconscious part of my brain detected something fake.”

“Could be.” Quigley leaned toward her. “Or it’s your other part that wants to help everyone and feels guilty about Ethel and doesn’t want to believe what she saw with her own eyes.”

Lilly put her head down on the table. “Maybe.”

“And you have to consider what else Dr. Newport said,” Quigley added.

Lilly looked up at him and gave a sad nod. “About the psychotic grief reaction where she could be unaware of what she did.”

“Right. I mean, it sounds crazy, but Bellamy and Dr. Newport seem to know their stuff.”

“I know.” Lilly groaned. “Let’s talk about something else.”

Anne nodded. “So, my guest, the lovely Isabella, continues to get huge arrangements of flowers every day. Romantic notes in that beautiful script handwriting. Probably some Parisian artist lover.” Anne made a swooning face.

Lilly gave a tired laugh. “By the way, did you ever find out her last name? Probably something très extravagante. Like Fontaine or Desjardin.”

“Actually, I did see it.” She hesitated. “Shoot, now it’s escaping me. But it was nothing exciting or high class. Kind of simple.”

“Too bad. I figured there was some rich, international intrigue going on.” Lilly’s phone pinged. “Hang on, text from Dr. B.”
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Lilly read, then sighed.

“Well? What did he say?” Anne pleaded.

“Dr. Newton received the file and viewed the part with Gertrude. Says she’s unable to give a definitive answer about if it’s a deepfake. She’s obtaining more sensitive equipment and will keep us updated on her progress. She did send her preliminary report to the police explaining that, though her findings are inconclusive at present, it is still possible the video was doctored, so they were technically holding Gert without solid evidence.”

“Okay, then, maybe they’ll release her!” Anne sounded hopeful. “At least for now?”

“Wait there’s more, he’s writing.” Lilly waited as the others stared over her shoulder at the phone. “He says the file’s encrypted, so if it ends up being a deepfake, uncovering the mastermind’s digital fingerprint may prove an extra challenge. Says they’ll get back with an update, but it will take time.”

Lilly texted back. Thank you for working on it. PLEASE keep me posted!

“Without conclusive video evidence, I don’t know how they can keep Gert in there,” Quigley said.

“Let’s hope.” Lilly let out a sigh of relief. A moment later her phone buzzed. “Hey, chief. I understand you were sent the neuropsychologist’s preliminary report on Gertrude.”

“Yes,” Crowder said in an officious tone. “And it is inconclusive.”

“Right, chief, but Dr. Newport is still working on evaluating the video. Meanwhile, you may be holding an innocent person in jail without sound evidence.”

“You are correct, Miss Livingston. I am a reasonable person. I would consider releasing Ms. Wozniak on her own recognizance if I release her into your custody, with the understanding that you would be responsible for her whereabouts until the matter is settled.”

“Yes, of course. This is . . . her home.”

“I admit, Miss Livingston, I find it puzzling how suddenly we had an advanced cyberpsychology expert from the University of Florida weighing in on the case.”

Lilly gave a nervous laugh. “Funny story, actually. You know Dr. Bellamy, of course. Well, he has a colleague who volunteered her time to⁠—”

“No need to explain whatever unorthodox methods were at play. Dr. Newton’s equipment appears to be far more advanced than our own, and we are fortunate to have her contribution. With her report, we cannot ethically detain your housekeeper at this juncture and will be transporting her to your establishment directly.”

“Thanks so much, chief. We’ll be waiting.” Lilly ended the call, put her arms in the air, and cheered. She turned to Quigley and Anne. “She’s coming home.”
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Twenty minutes later, a police cruiser parked in front of the inn. Chief Crowder escorted Gertrude, still in her unofficial housekeeper uniform, toward the front porch where Lilly, Quigley, and Anne were waiting. Brian and Eli came in from the backyard and had a clear view of the porch.

“Gert!” Eli came running to the door.

“You’re back!” Brian called out.

“Great to meet you, Gert!” Anne said.

Lilly gave her a smile and a little hug.

Gertrude stood at the door and shot the group a scarred, crooked smile. “I’m back, sports fans!”

“Good to see you, Gert,” Quigley said. “Got a hot game of poker going on out back with your name on it. Join us.”

Her smile grew. “You’re on.”

Chief Crowder stood next to Gertrude with a stern expression. “Ms. Wozniak, you do realize that this matter is not settled. The jury is still out, so to speak.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I could still go back to the slammer. I get it.” She looked toward the stairs. “For now, time to clean up and then I’ll be down to kick some poker butt.” She winked at Quigley.

Lilly breathed a sigh of relief as Chief Crowder turned on one heel and walked toward the cruiser, and Eli, Brian, and Quigley headed to the backyard.

“Another colorful character, huh?” Anne said, watching Gert head toward the stairs.

“Oh, yeah.” Lilly smiled as she stared out the front door where Chief Crowder sat in the cruiser on the radio.

“What’s she doing?” Anne whispered.

“What’s who doing, the chief?” Lilly asked.

“No, Gert. At the desk.”

Lilly spun around to see Gertrude at the desk, holding the key to the hotel safe. She opened the safe, removed her pistol, stuck it in her boot, and hurried up the stairs. “Oh, no.” Lilly marched toward the stairs. “Gert?”

“What?” she called from the top of the stairs. “Geez, I’ll be right down!”

“You know what. We already talked about this.”

“I’m allowed to have my own property! Seems things can go sideways around here more than I expected.”

She turned to Anne. “Can you go get Quigley? Looks like we’re not out of the woods yet with her.”

Anne nodded, and headed toward the back door, then turned back, and snapped her fingers.

“What?” Lilly asked, confused.

“Isabella’s last name. I just remembered from that last hibiscus arrangement. It’s Gates.”


CHAPTER 23
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Lilly’s mind was spinning. Gates. Dexter’s last name.

Quigley rushed into the house, followed by Anne, the Millers, who appeared concerned, and Dexter, carrying his comic book and a sketch pad.

“Where’d she go?” Quigley asked.

Lilly pointed up the stairs.

“Okay.” He marched up the steps.

“What’s going on?” Dexter asked. He fumbled his books and his sketchpad fell to the floor. “The housekeeper’s back?”

“Yes.” Lilly picked up the pad to see pages of doodles as well as beautiful, scripted calligraphy. The note with Isabella’s flowers. “So, you do calligraphy?”

Dexter shrugged. “Sometimes. Just mess around with it. I don’t know that much about it.” He snickered nervously and held out his hand to Lilly to retrieve the sketch pad.

Lilly held on to it. “You may know more about things than meets the eye.”

Dexter had a baffled expression. “What?”

Lilly looked at him in his nerdy blazer, clutching his Scooby Doo comic book like a child. Could he really have something to do with this? “It seems your wife Isabella’s been here for the festival.”

“Really? My wife’s here? How do you know her?” Dexter looked puzzled.

“You’ve been sending her flowers at the Carrington Estate ever since Archibald died.”

Dexter sighed and looked down at the floor. “Okay, I did see her at the festival and thought I’d give it one last try with her.”

“Good luck, son. I hope she comes around,” Mr. Miller said, patting him on the back.

“Interesting timing. Just when Archibald Worthington was out of the picture.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’m recalling your story about suspecting your wife was leaving you for a rich, fine arts-type. She was seeing Archibald.”

He stood with a blank stare for a long moment. “Fine.” He looked defeated. “I saw them together the day before the festival. I can’t compete with a guy like that.”

Lilly’s phone pinged. Text from Dr. Bellamy. Deepfake confirmed. As she read the rest of the message, a knowing grin grew on her face. She passed the phone to Anne, who hurried to the desk, grabbed a key card, and jumped up the stairs two at a time.

“Your wife chose him over you. So you killed him.”

“What? No!” He fidgeted as he stood. “Is it a crime now for a guy to send his wife flowers?”

“No. But murdering her paramour is.”

“You think I did it?” He looked around nervously. “Like I could mastermind something like that.”

Lilly crossed her arms and glared at him. “Well, not at first, but your plan evolved once you arrived. You followed your wife, under the guise of working the festival for the chamber. You knew she’d be there and would recognize you, which is why you lied about having to wear the clown suit. At first, you didn’t know how you’d kill him. But then fate helped you out. There was no room at Carrington’s for Archibald, so he had to come here, the same place you were staying.”

“I couldn’t have controlled that!” he yelled. “It was a coincidence!”

“Yes, just as it was a helpful coincidence when you saw Brian and Quigley find the pesticide tin in the back shed that first day. You had your motive and now your means. You just needed your opportunity. For that, you went high tech.”

“Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about, high tech. I’m a simple graphic artist, so what? That’s a crime, too?”

“No, but using technology to frame another person for the murder you committed sure is.”

His face was becoming red, and he clutched the comic book harder.

“A little technique I’m sure you know all about—deepfake technology,” Lilly continued. “All you needed to do was choose a target. Gert in this case, likely because you could tell she was rough around the edges and also mentioned having a criminal record. Also, she wasn’t very nice to you.”

“She kept making fun of me. But that doesn’t mean I used her as some target!”

“Gert was running around that morning like crazy, up and down the stairs. She admitted that she probably left Archibald’s door open while he was down eating breakfast. You were all over the inn, filming everything and everybody. With all of your blather about helping me showcase my inn on a website, I was none the wiser. So, you went to work. You videoed yourself that morning putting the pesticide into the capsules he was bringing to the festival.”

“How are you coming up with this crazy story? I thought you were a nice person. I did want to help you with your website.”

Lilly continued. “Then all you needed were a few sound bites from Gert and some video frames of her. From there, you switched Gert’s image and voice onto the frames where you were putting poison in Archibald’s capsules. The deepfake was good. Really good. Looked seamless to the untrained eye, and even to the trained eye without the aid of the most cutting-edge detection equipment. Then, you really laid it on thick, acting so helpful in pointing out to me what you ‘saw’ on the video.”

“I was helping you out! I tried to tell you ten times!” His chest was heaving.

Lilly crossed her arms. “Archie labeled everything by day and time. You knew he’d be at the festival when he took the poisoned capsules. So, you made sure you were there filming when he collapsed. The police would have to take your camera and all of the footage on it into evidence. Footage that showed the deepfake of Gertrude.”

“None of this is true!” he yelled as Anne raced down the stairs with a laptop, sat at the desk, and booted it up.

“Oh, really? My advanced cyber team just sent me the IP address from the computer used to access the deepfake software.” She looked at Anne. “If you could do the honors, Annie.”

Anne clacked away at the laptop. “Just getting into settings, then the networks tab here . . . and go!”

“By any chance, does that laptop IP address read 192.158.1.38?”

“Exactly, to the number,” Anne said, holding up the laptop to show to Lilly.

“Hey, what are you doing with my computer?” Dexter took two hasty steps over to the desk and snatched his laptop. “You went in my room!”

“The digital fingerprint of the deepfake was traced back to your IP address.”

“Then—then—someone must have used my computer! It wasn’t me!” Dexter’s breathing was fast and shallow. “Or accessed my camera!”

Quigley and Gertrude appeared at the top of the stairs, arguing.

“Look, man, I have a right to my own property!” Gert’s gun was now stuffed in the side of her belt.

Quigley’s arms were folded, and he leaned against the second-floor railing. “I have no problem with people protecting themselves. Believe me. I grew up with guns. I’m a country boy.”

“Okay, then, John Denver, leave me alone.” Gert peered over the railing at the scene below. “What’s Poindexter yapping about?” She leaned forward with a start, squinted her eyes, and started down the stairs, pulling the gun from her belt.

Dexter reached into his jacket pocket.

“Move it, Lilly!” Gert yelled from the stairs.

“I had a brilliant plan,” Dexter said in a low voice. “My deepfakes are masterpieces. Pieces of art! How police in this podunk town figured it out, I’ll never know.” He pulled a gun from inside his jacket, waved it around the group, then aimed it at Lilly. He let out a sinister laugh. “But I’m in control now!”

From halfway down the stairs, Gert leaped over the banister and tackled Dexter to the ground.

He yelped in pain, screaming, “Get off me, lady!” He pushed out from under her, then grabbed her thin frame and tried to hold her to the ground with one arm and knee while aiming the gun at Lilly with the other.

“Gert!” Quigley yelled. “Pass it!”

Gertrude yanked one arm free from his hold, looked back at the stairs, and hurled the gun up toward Quigley. “Only got one shot, kid!”

Quigley vaulted over the second-floor railing, caught the gun in mid-air, and shot Dexter’s gun out of his hand with a loud clang. When he landed on the floor below, he grabbed Lilly and rolled her away toward the desk. “Stay under there!” Then with one powerful motion, he clutched Dexter by the collar and heaved him up and off of Gertrude’s skinny frame.

Dexter landed in a heap on the floor, whining. “You-you hurt my drawing hand!”

“You’re lucky that’s all I hurt, pal.” Quigley’s gaze turned to Lilly’s tracker on the desk. “Lilly, the tracker!”

Lilly reached up from under the desk, and for the second time in two days, pushed the SOS button. In seconds, Chief Crowder, who hadn’t yet left the inn, flew in the door as Eli and Brian came rushing in from the backyard.

Quigley held Dexter to the ground near the bottom of the stairs with his arms twisted tightly around his back. “Brian, Eli, grab that gun on the floor over there!”

“You’re hurting me!” Dexter moaned. “I’m calling a lawyer! This is assault!”

Chief Crowder marched toward the stairs and stared at Dexter who could barely wiggle under Quigley’s pressure.

Brian raced to the foyer, snatched the gun off the floor, engaged the safety, then hurried back and stood next to Eli several feet from Dexter and Quigley. “Think we should help?”

Eli smiled as Quigley subdued Dexter like a lion dominating its prey. “Looks like Pete’s got it.”

“Chief, we found our deepfake mastermind,” Lilly gasped. “Admitted it in front of everyone.” She walked over to the stairs and grabbed the laptop that had flown out of Dexter’s hand. “And here’s your evidence.”

Quigley pulled Dexter up to his feet like a rag doll and presented him to the chief. “He thought the simpletons in this podunk town of ours were too dumb to figure him out, chief.”

“Is that so?” Chief Crowder yanked out her handcuffs. “Turn around.”

Slowly, Gert stood up. With a snarl on her face, she stomped over to Dexter, shot him a momentary steely glare, and then slugged him. “That’s for what you said about the Bills.”


CHAPTER 24
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“You remembered the horseradish, right, Ange?” Gert called out the back door from the kitchen.

“Got it!” Angie said, as she and Marissa exited the food bank van with bags of groceries and walked toward the house, Shirley in tow. “Here’s the Worcestershire sauce for the au jus and two dozen kummelweck rolls. Beef on weck, here we come! It’s going to feel like home sweet home, Gertie.”

Gert’s face broke out in a small, uneven smile as they entered the kitchen. “Okay, chickies, watch how it’s done.” She took the contents of the bags and spread them across the counter. “An hour to game time. Beef’s been in the slow cooker since this morning.” She pulled out a large bowl from the cabinet. “You got the chicken wings and sauce for the Buffalo wings, right?”

Marissa, now back to her platinum blonde look, held up another bag. “With blue cheese dip and celery sticks, check!”

“Okay, blondie, start marinating them so they’re ready for frying.”

Marissa nodded, grabbed the bowl, and headed to the far end of the counter.

Gert retrieved a large, decorative tray from the pantry. “Fruit and cheese tray?”

Lilly took the tray. “On it.”

“It’s amazing,” Angie said to Gertie. “You look like you’ve been in this kitchen for years.”

“I’ve just been in kitchens for years.” Gert smirked. “Probably like you.”

“You’re right,” Angie said. “Just how I like it.”

Anne popped her head in. “I picked up the chips and pretzels.”

“Good, kid.” Gert pulled out two bowls. “Closer to game time, we’ll fill these up.”

Anne nodded. “I’ll start setting up the living room. So, we’ll have what? Fifteen of us?”

“The Millers left this morning, so count on about thirteen.” Lilly thought a moment. “Though I did tell Penelope we were having a party if she wanted to come by to pick up the red wigs. And to stay for the party, of course.”

“Really?” Anne’s face was sheepish. “I mean, I know she’s probably a great person. Just a little . . . scary.”

“Come on. She’s nice,” Lilly said. “Maybe a little unusual.”

“Maybe? A little?”

Quigley came to the back door. “Okay, so we’re doing an inside thing tonight, right? Otherwise, I’ll set up tables out back.”

“We’ll be where the TV is,” Gert said. “And make sure it’s a big one. This is the Bills and Dolphins we’re talking about.”

“No problem.” Quigley snickered. “Body slam any guests yet today, Gert?”

Gert wiped the counter and looked back at him with a crooked grin. “Still early.”

Quigley crossed his arms and smiled. “By the way, nice pass from the floor yesterday. Jim Kelly would be proud.”

Gert nodded. “You’re not a bad shot.”

Lilly looked up from chopping fruit and nodded at Gert.

“Probably got lucky.” Quigley had a quizzical expression. “But how did you know he had a gun?”

Gert shrugged. “He was acting squirrely. Plus, I knew he was hiding something. Even a geek like Poindexter wouldn’t wear a blazer in the 85-degree Florida heat.” Gert continued chopping celery. “Just knew something was weird. You’d have seen it, but your back was to him.”

“Blake told us about you,” Lilly said to Quigley. “The old days shooting in the swamp. Peter Quigley the sharpshooter.”

“Gotta say, he was dead on.” Gert turned toward Lilly. “Okay, girlie, cheese tray finished?”

“Finished,” Lilly said.

“Great.” Gert looked at Lilly and Quigley and shooed her hand. “Then you two, get out of here. Cooking for game day. Scram.”

Quigley chuckled and headed into the living room.

A ping came from Lilly’s phone. “Group text to the FBI team.” Lilly sighed. “They want us to come into the office ASAP. On a Sunday?”

“You’ve got plenty of time before the party. Don’t worry about us here,” Angie said, wiping her hands on a towel. “Go to your meeting.”
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When Lilly arrived at the FBI office, the agents were milling around the room, equally as confused about why they were convening on a Sunday afternoon.

Agent Armstrong emerged from the back office with a concerned expression. “Take your seats, everyone. The deputy director requested this impromptu meeting with about two seconds’ notice, so be on your best behavior. As you know, they’ve been watching our latest case and the Bureau’s determining the fate of our little satellite office here in Drifter’s Cove. With budget cuts, only a few will survive.”

As Lilly and the agents settled into their seats, two imposing figures in black slacks and shirts marched in the front door of the office, took off their tinted sunglasses, and met Agent Armstrong at the front of the room.

“Agents, this is Deputy Director Max Steel and his assistant Drew Hunter.”

Lilly’s eyes widened as she looked at the two men who dwarfed even Agent Armstrong, both in size and intimidation.

“Thank you all for coming in on a Sunday,” Director Steel said. “Crime knows no weekends. This will be brief.” He put his hands on the table in the front of the room and leaned toward the group. “As I’m sure Agent Armstrong told you, the funding for cold case units is always on shaky ground.”

“Oh, no,” Gerber whispered to Lilly. “This could be it.”

“We evaluate our cold case units across the country based on specific metrics. We hold those in leadership responsible for their teams, for ensuring they adhere to protocol and Bureau procedure.”

“Oh, boy,” Lilly mumbled, sinking in her seat.

“When said metrics are not met,” Steel continued, “it should come as no surprise that sometimes heads have to roll, so to speak.”

Lilly looked at Agents Gerber and Perez. Their collective gaze was fixed on Agent Armstrong, who sat in a chair next to the whiteboard, still and expressionless.

“This last case with the Sizzle Strangler was being watched closely. Agent Armstrong, please come forward.”

“This can’t be good,” Gerber murmured to Lilly.

“It’s all my fault.” Lilly put her hand to her forehead.

Agent Armstrong stood up and glared at Lilly.

Deputy Steel pulled a document out of his black case. “Agent Brock Armstrong, we’ve tasked you with a challenging assignment here, leading a rural operation such as this one. To be transparent, we didn’t have high hopes from the start.”

Armstrong stood with a blank expression and nodded.

“Which is why we’d like to commend you on leading your team to the highest success record in the country this year. Not only did your bold and creative tactics lead to the arrest of the Sizzle Strangler, one of our most notorious and frustrating criminals, but our fraud unit is in the process of recovering some of the swindled funds, some of which are already on their way back to the victims’ families.”

Agent Armstrong looked stunned.

“Your team showed great skill and courage under your leadership in apprehending this monster. So, it is my honor,” he said, handing the document to Armstrong, “to proudly bestow on you this year’s FBI Director’s Community Leadership Award.”

Armstrong stood motionless and took a moment to speak. “Thank you, sir.” He looked back at the team, where his gaze landed for an extra second on Lilly. “And I thank you all for your outstanding work and commitment.”

The room erupted in applause.

Deputy Steel faced the group. “I never want you to forget the service you’re providing these victims’ families. We can’t bring back their loved ones, but we can give them something of great value: closure.” He zipped his bag. “That’s it, team. Keep up the good work.” He motioned to Agent Hunter, then put on his sunglasses and walked out of the office.

“Wow!” Gerber said, jumping out of his seat. “Nice, sir!”

“Thank you, Gerber. Thank you all. This award means . . . a whole lot to me.” He stared at the document for a moment with a hint of a smile, then looked up. “But I know you were all brought in here on a Sunday, so I won’t keep you any longer. Back in action tomorrow, people. Dismissed.”

As the agents filed out, Armstrong spoke up. “Livingston, a word, please.”

Here it comes. “Yes, sir?”

“Your methods were construed here as creative and bold.”

“Yes, sir, that was nice to hear.” She gave a sheepish half-smile.

“You defied my command and risked your life in the process.”

“Yes, sir, but we got our⁠—”

“You were reckless and downright mischievous.”

“Yes, sir.” She had a beleaguered expression and spoke in a small voice. “Apparently gifts I have.”

He sighed. “Yes, apparently.” He shook his head and snickered, almost in spite of himself. “But in the end, somehow, some way, you pulled it off.” He looked squarely at Lilly. “And made me look really good.”

Lilly’s face beamed.

“This is not to say I condone one bloody thing you did.”

“No, sir, of course not.”

“But you’ve been central to our success this year.” He looked at the award. “And I appreciate it.”

“It’s my pleasure, sir.” Lilly felt as if her heart would burst.

“Okay, enough chitchat.” His face turned stern again. “Tomorrow, Monday, new case. Vicious maniac from the New York mob. Don’t be late.”

“I won’t be, sir.” She couldn’t stop smiling.

He looked at his watch. “Now, get out of here. The Dolphins are coming on.”


CHAPTER 25
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When Lilly returned to Magnolia Manor, the savory aroma of succulent beef roasting wafted in from the front door and there was a distinct party buzz in the air. She walked into the living room to see both Buffalo Bills and Miami Dolphins flags as well as colored streamers around the room. The chairs, sofa, and floor pillows were in a semi-circle around the TV, as if ready to honor the NFL gods. A food and drink table was set up on the far side of the living room. Three chafing dishes—buffalo wings, Shirley’s mac and cheese, and steaming, thin-sliced roast beef—stood next to a tray of kummelweck rolls and condiments. The cheese tray and chips were placed next to the large metal bucket of sodas and beer—Labatt Blue and Genesee, of course.

The group of five men from Miami ambled down the stairs in their Dolphins jerseys. “Okay, let’s get this party started,” one said as he sauntered over to the beer table. “Looks great, guys.” They took seats to catch the end of the pre-game show.

Angie walked in with a bowl of pretzels and stood with Lilly. “So, what do you think?”

“Everything looks and smells amazing.”

“See, I told you, honey. Can’t beat the classics.” She grinned. “And your mom found those flags and streamers online. Nice touch, don’t you think?”

Lilly grinned and nodded, then gasped at a sight emerging from the kitchen.

Marissa, wearing her Rita Hayworth wig and a tight cheerleader outfit, floated in with two wine bottles and placed them on the table. Her pleated blue and white micro-mini skirt matched her two-sizes-too-small V-neck sweater and spike blue heels.

Lilly rolled her eyes. “Funny, I’ve never seen a real cheerleader dressed quite like that, Marissa.”

“Reality’s overrated. Where’s your party spirit, darling?” She showed her the bottles. “Sauvignon Blanc and a chardonnay, plus two types of reds in the kitchen.”

“Perfect.” Lilly shook her head and had to laugh. Forget reality. Her mother knew how to throw a party.

The doorbell rang, and Lilly headed to the front door. She could see Raven parked outside on the curb and opened the door to find Penelope in a retro 1950s cheerleader outfit with a knee-length red skirt and a Peter Pan-collared shirt with a large R and a megaphone on the front. Her blonde wig was in a high ponytail with a red ribbon. “Penelope! You look . . . so festive . . . in that vintage sort of way.”

“Thank you, Lilly. In honor of our Starlight Theater—fingers crossed we raised the money—I am wearing my authentic Rydell High uniform from the play Grease.”

“Ah, yes. Well, you wear it well. Please come in.”

Marissa waved at Penelope. “You look smashing, darling!”

Anne stared at Marissa, then at Penelope, then at her own plain dress and sandals. “Sorry, I just came as me.”

“No, you look smashing, darling!” Lilly said, mimicking her mother in the same affected voice. She laughed. “Thank goodness you came as you. Not sure we could handle any more cheerleaders.”

“Let’s go, people!” Gert yelled, coming out of the kitchen. “Almost kickoff.”

Eli, Brian, and Quigley walked into the living room in a heated conversation about the Dolphins’ lineup. They joined the group from Miami as the pre-game show was wrapping up.

Just as Lilly was sitting down next to Quigley, a clatter came from the front porch and the door burst open.

“Hey, anybody home?” a familiar voice called out.

“Reds!” Lilly jumped up from her seat and ran over to give him a big hug. She whispered in his ear. “You were right. We just didn’t have all the evidence at first. Once we did, it didn’t lie.”

“I knew you’d crack it, doc.” He winked at her. “Guess what stragglers I found?” He pointed out the door at Seth with Sarge, now a full-grown Irish setter, trotting beside him up the walk.

“No way! Seth!” She gave him a hug and leaned down to pet Sarge. “Hi, buddy. So good to see you.”

Sarge sat and wagged his tail.

“Come here, sweetie!” Angie called to Sarge. “Aren’t you such a big boy!” She grabbed a beef on weck sandwich from the table and smiled at Seth. “Hi, honey, so glad you could make it. You go help yourself . . . and just a little something for Sargie.”

“Hi, Miss Angie. But a roast beef sandwich? I mean he’s okay with dog food⁠—”

“Just a little taste.” Angie batted her hand to Seth and knelt down to the dog. “Won’t hurt him. Here, sweetie.”

Sarge sat obediently and looked up at Seth. When he nodded his approval, the dog wolfed down the sandwich. Seth shook his head and grinned, then looked up to see Marissa coming toward the door. He stood back with a start.

Lilly noticed his reaction. “Welcome back. See, nothing’s changed.” She laughed. “Come sit down.”

The game was starting, and the group took up all of the chairs, the couch, and the floor cushions. Marissa stepped in front of the TV and cleared her throat.

“What on earth are you doing?” Lilly whispered to her in a forced tone.

Marissa’s face was incredulous. “Don’t be obtuse, darling.” She raised her head and began. “Oh-oh say can you see, by the dawn’s early light, what so proudly we hailed  . . .”

Despite some initial consternation, by the time she finished her resounding rendition of the Star-Spangled Banner, everyone was on their feet, cheering.

“Let’s hope you’re our good luck charm,” one man from Miami said to Marissa. “Now the Dolphins are going to kill them!”

“Oh, stuff it, Miami!” Gert shouted, straightening her Bills jersey. “Not a chance!”

“I think you’re a little outnumbered around here,” another Miami man said to Gert.

Gert looked around at the room full of Floridians and snarled. “Bunch of fish fans. Who needs you?” She sat at the far side of the group, the sole Buffalo fan, and her face showed a hint of sadness. She was alone and outnumbered, just like the man said.

Or so it appeared.


CHAPTER 26
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Brian pulled his chair over to Gert’s. “I’m for Buffalo.” He looked at Eli.

“Me, too,” Eli said.

Gert patted Brian’s shoulder and smirked at Eli. “What are you doing, Holy Beads? You told me the Dolphins have been your team for years.”

He pulled his chair over. “Not today.”

“Same here,” Quigley said, grabbing some pillows and sitting on the floor near Gert.

“Two more!” Lilly and Anne joined the Bills side and flopped on the floor pillows. Marissa, Reds, Seth, and Sarge followed behind them.

A tiny, crooked smile grew on Gert’s face. She crossed her arms and gave a mocking laugh. “What’s that you were saying, Miami boy?”

The man laughed and held up his beer. “Bring it on!”
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At halftime, the score was tied 14 to 14.

“QB was robbed on that last one!” Gertrude yelled.

“He didn’t have a chance!” a Miami man called back with a laugh.

Lilly leaned toward her mother. “See, those halftime cheerleaders are not wearing heels.”

Marissa rolled her eyes. “I have my own style.” She winked at Penelope who stood at the drink table.

“As do I,” Penelope said, patting her blond, Fifties ponytail.

The doorbell rang with only a few minutes of halftime remaining.

“Who could this be? Seems like just about everyone we know is here.” Lilly went to the door to find Audrey Sinclair standing on the porch. “Audrey, what a nice surprise. Come in.”

Audrey came in the foyer and smiled at the festive party. “Now, look at this. How wonderful! Lilly, I can’t stay, but I wanted to stop by to give you the update on the raffle and the Starlight Theater.”

Lilly leaned toward the group. “Hey, guys, can you lower the volume a tad just for a minute? This is Audrey Sinclair from the Chamber of Commerce. It’s about the raffle.”

“Hello, everyone. I won’t interrupt your party, but I just wanted to tell you that despite the tragic events at the festival, there was a silver lining after all.”

“What! Really?” Lilly looked at her eagerly.

“Yes, really. The money from the raffle had already been collected when we had to shut down the festival. But we told the contestants that the chamber and the vendors would stand by our promise. The raffle was held at our office and there were several very happy winners of the giveaway.”

“That’s great!” Lilly said.

“And there’s more. The turnout was so good, that we almost raised the necessary half of the funds for the theater’s reconstruction.”

Lilly’s voice was deflated. “Almost?”

“Yes. Until . . . we had an unexpectedly large pledge at the last minute.”

“From whom?” Lilly asked as a hush fell over the group.

“Olivia Worthington, aka Harmony Jade, daughter of the deceased, is inheriting a large sum of money. She has donated the rest of what’s needed and then some. The renovations will start next month.”

Anne jumped up. “That’s amazing!”

“Yes, we’re so pleased,” Audrey said. “She’s an impressive young lady. Even offered her own bioengineering services to make the theater energy efficient and to install a state-of-the-art water conservation filtration system. She knows her stuff and really seems to love this community.”

“Nice,” Lilly whispered to Anne. “Puts her money where her mouth is.”

Audrey turned to Lilly. “And it seems our largest draw, the biggest moneymaker of the raffle, was the getaway weekend package at the charming Magnolia Manor.”

“You’re kidding!” Lilly clapped her hands together.

“You’ve done a wonderful job, Lilly.” Audrey pulled a paper out of her leather briefcase. “And it’s reviews like this one that prove it.” She handed the survey card to Lilly. “It’s from Archibald Worthington. He must have dropped it in the survey box before . . . everything happened.”

Lilly caught Gert’s gaze as his name was spoken. “Oh, no. I know he wasn’t very happy here, Audrey. I mean, we tried to please him, but⁠—”

“Just read it,” Audrey insisted.

Lilly took the card with trepidation. As she read, her eyes grew wide, and she stared at it in disbelief. She read it aloud. “Outstanding service. Housekeeping top-notch. Immaculate. Five stars.” She looked at Gert. “That’s all you, Gert.”

Gert’s face turned pink, and she dismissed the comment with a bat of her hand. But Lilly could see a little, crooked smile creeping onto her face. She turned to the TV where the second half was beginning. “Okay, people, we’re back!”

Audrey turned to the door. “I’ll get out of your hair, Lilly. I know you have a houseful. Just wanted to personally come and congratulate you. From what I understand, Archibald Worthington, God rest his soul, was quite hard to please.”

“Yes, well, we did our best.” Lilly walked Audrey to the door. “See you soon.” Lilly watched as Audrey headed down the front walk to her car and drove away. She shook her head, still in disbelief. Archibald Worthington gave us five stars. She ambled back into the living room where the game was under way.

This party is only missing one thing.

She pulled out her phone, set the camera timer, and placed it on the food table. She hurried next to Quigley on the floor as the photo snapped.

“Hey, you didn’t do cheese,” Anne said, popping a pretzel into her mouth.

“This party needed an action shot.” Lilly retrieved the phone and looked at the picture of the animated group. “Perfect.”

Lilly leaned back against the sofa and took in the infectious, jovial energy of the scene. There in the center of the action sat Gert, surrounded by a new circle of friends who laughed, yelled, cheered, drank, and gobbled down beef on weck with her like they’d been friends for years.

Lilly laughed to herself at the irony of it.

Some things you just can’t fake.


ALSO BY JOY PATRICK


If you enjoyed this book, you’ll love the whole, ongoing series!

See how Lilly and the gang all got started…
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As well as Joy’s other series, the JJ Kamaras Cozy Mysteries!
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From Book 1, Feta and Foul Play:

Returning to her sleepy hometown in Pennsylvania is the last thing Julia “JJ” Kamaras thought she’d ever do. So was solving a murder.

Alone in Florida and working a dead-end job at a local gym, JJ’s career and love life weren't exactly on fire. But when disaster struck, her Greek-American father convinced her to come home to the safety of Jim Thorpe, PA, and their family restaurant, the Kamaras Grill.

Though initially happy to be back cooking souvlaki with her father, family tension festered, and JJ’s ex, police officer Ryan, showed up still bitter about their breakup.

Making matters worse, he accused her brother Jason of murder! One that JJ knows he didn’t commit. Or did he?

In a frantic race against the clock, amateur sleuth JJ joined forces with savvy childhood pals to clear Jason’s name. Uncovering scandals and shady characters in the process, JJ found her own life at stake as she descended into a murky casino underworld to save her brother.
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And as always, happy reading!
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