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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Vote early and vote often,” Edna Jenkins, my business neighbor to the left, said as she breezed in through the back door of Ainsley Holloway Investigations from the hallway the two of us shared with two other businesses. Edna co-owned Then and Again, an antique shop and secondhand store, along with her sister, Beverly Drummond.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at the burst of enthusiasm that seemed to accompany the petite woman with a stack of fliers clutched between her forearm and chest. “I plan to vote early, but I’m pretty sure that I, like everyone else, can only vote once,” I responded.  
 
    Edna puffed out a short breath. “Yes. That is unfortunate. After Fergus O’Malley had that heart attack and decided to give up his seat on the council mid-term, and a special election was deemed necessary, I figured that the third time would be the charm, so I threw my hat in the ring, anticipating that I’d have little to no competition. As you know, that has not turned out to be the case.” 
 
    Edna had run for office two times prior to this bid for an open seat, and she’d lost by a rather large margin both times. Of course, that didn’t dissuade the determined woman. Edna had some radical and often unsupported ideas, but she felt strongly about the opinions she held close to her heart and seemed determined to win a seat on the council no matter how many times she had to run. I didn’t personally agree with her uncompromising zero-growth platform and didn’t actually plan to vote for her. She was my friend and neighbor, however, and I didn’t want things to be strained between us, so I listened to her pitch and pretended to show interest despite the fact that, in my opinion, she didn’t have any more of a chance of winning this time around than she had the first two times she tried. 
 
    Edna handed me what appeared to be several dozen fliers from the large stack she was holding. “If you would be so kind as to hand these out. The election is in just a few days, you know.” 
 
    I accepted the fliers, wondering the whole time what I would do with them since I had no intention of handing them out. “I think it’s odd that the town council decided to hold the election on a Tuesday in October. Wouldn’t it have made more sense to add the town council seat to the annual ballot circulated in November dealing with the various propositions the community needs to vote on?” 
 
    Edna puckered her lips. “It is a bit odd. I have to admit that I wondered the same thing. I think Harrison Davenport has something up his sleeve. I guess you know that he’s campaigning for Jasper Smitherson. If Jasper wins the seat vacated by Fergus O’Malley, Davenport will be unstoppable. He already has almost all of the board under his thumb.” 
 
    That much was true. If the only choice was between Edna and Jasper, I’d likely vote for Edna despite her determination to run my good friend, Remington Beckett, out of town, but luckily there was a third choice, a very levelheaded and open-minded woman named Olivia Cotswold.  
 
    “I guess I can understand why you might think Davenport is behind the election occurring in October, but I’m not sure what difference a few weeks would have made,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t disagree with you, but if there’s something odd going on, you just know he must be behind it.” Edna turned and headed toward the front door of Ainsley Holloway Investigations, which led out onto the sidewalk and boardwalk. “I still have a lot of fliers to distribute, so I best get to it.” She looked out the window and frowned. “I’m not sure what to make of the man with the green truck selling pumpkins across the street from our shops.” 
 
    “It is rather festive and timely given that the Halloween Festival is just around the corner,” I said since I enjoyed the festive boost to the scenery.  
 
    “I guess the truck is decorative,” Edna admitted, “but the thing is so large that it totally blocks my view of the bay. I think I’ll go and talk to him about moving.” 
 
    “Moving? Move where?” I asked. “Vendor space on the boardwalk is booked through the holidays.”  
 
    Edna shrugged. “I really have no idea where the man might move to, I only know that he’s blocking my view, and as far as I’m concerned, that is not okay.” 
 
    She headed out the door and across the street. I really hoped she didn’t put up too much of a fuss. The man selling the pumpkins was very amicable, and while his truck did tend to block the view of the bay, he was a seasonal vendor who would be gone the day after Halloween. Allowing him the only spot left along the boardwalk seemed the neighborly thing to do. 
 
    After Edna left, I set the stack of fliers she’d handed me on my desk. I supposed I’d take them home and dispose of them there. I certainly didn’t want to add them to the recycle bin utilized by all four businesses on our block since there was a good chance she’d happen across them, which would naturally lead to questions and hurt feelings. 
 
    “Bold choice,” said Remington Beckett, Remi to everyone who knew and loved him, as he entered my office through the back door, crossed the room, and picked up a flier from my desk.  
 
    “Edna dropped them off, and I didn’t want to ruffle her feathers, so I accepted the fliers, but at no point did I actually agree to circulate them.” 
 
    He looked around the room. “Where are the kids today?” 
 
    “They’re with Jemma.” I usually bring my dogs, Kai and Kallie, to work with me. Today, I’d had an appointment with a new client, so I’d left the dogs with my good friend, Jemma Hawthorn. Jemma’s cats, Stefan and Damon, loved playing with my dogs, so I actually left them with her fairly often. “I thought you were leaving for Los Angeles today.” Remi owned video game arcades up and down the west coast, so he traveled a lot.  
 
    “I am. I’m on my way to the ferry now. I wanted to say goodbye before I left.” 
 
    I tucked a lock of my long blond hair behind my ear. “I’m glad you stopped by. How long will you be gone this time?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m hoping this will be a fast trip, but I’m having some permit issues with the location in Laguna Beach, so it may take a little longer than I’d planned. I’ve been looking forward to helping with the haunted house, and I plan to be back in time for the Halloween Festival on Friday of next week.” 
 
    The entire peninsula gang had volunteered to help with the annual haunted house sponsored by the high school as a fundraiser. Jemma, her boyfriend, Coop Fairchild, and roommate, Josie Wellington, planned to join Remi and me as zombies for the event. Newspaper reporter, Parker Peterson, and her boss, Sawyer Banning, volunteered to work the ticket booth, and our other peninsula mate, Tegan Walker, and her boyfriend, Jackson Davidson, planned to work in the snack bar. I knew that my good friend, Adam Winchester, would also be helping, but as of the last time I spoke to him, he hadn’t committed to any specific volunteer duty.  
 
    Remi glanced at the clock on the wall. “I guess I should get going. If I miss the ferry, I’ll miss my flight.” 
 
    “Okay. I appreciate you stopping by. Call me and let me know how it’s going. Hopefully, your permit issues will get cleared up, and you can make it back sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for as well.” 
 
    After Remi left, I decided to straighten up my office and then head back to the peninsula. When I’d dropped the dogs off with Jemma this morning, she’d mentioned that Josie was going out with some friends and Coop had a charter, so she asked if I wanted to come over and have pizza with her. I agreed that sounded great and planned to head to her place once I got off.  
 
    When I arrived at Jemma and Josie’s place, I found Jemma sitting on the deck with Josie and the four animals.  
 
    “I thought you had plans with friends,” I said to Josie after I greeted the dogs, who had trotted over to say hi the minute they saw me.  
 
    “I did, but they fell through. I suppose it’s just as well. The fellow waitress, who was trying to arrange the get-together, wanted to take the ferry to Seattle, go to a club a friend who lives in the city told her about, and then charter a plane to return to Gooseberry Bay at the end of the evening. I realize I sound like an old woman, but that’s just too much effort, especially for a weekday.” 
 
    “Well, we’re glad to have you spend the evening with us,” I said.  
 
    Josie leaned back in her chair and looked up into the sky. I had no idea what she was looking at, but she eventually sat up straight and looked at the bay. It really was a gorgeous fall day. The trees had turned, bringing a pallet of color to the bay, and the daytime temperatures had settled into the mid-sixties, which made spending time by the water all that more pleasant.  
 
    “I ran into Adam at the Rambling Rose,” Josie said, referring to the bar and grill Tegan owned and she helped manage. “He said that the Geek Squad had decided not to come home until Thanksgiving break. Adam seemed pretty bummed about the situation but said that he understood. It’s a long way for Skeet to travel since he only had a few days off, and the others seemed to have had plans with their college roommates or friends.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear they won’t be here for Halloween,” I said. “I know that Adam misses them, but he does have twenty boys to hang out with.” 
 
    “Adam mentioned that he gave the boys attending Winchester Academy next week off since several of them had mentioned wanting to be home with their friends for Halloween. He also told me that not all the boys planned to leave, so he was thinking of doing something seasonal with those who remained. Maybe a costume party or a similar event. He didn’t seem to have anything specific in mind, but if he does manage to pull something together, I hope he’ll remember to invite his good friends on the peninsula.” 
 
    I had to laugh at Josie’s wishful tone. She’d been looking for the opportunity to hang out at the mansion since Hudson Hanson, the new math and computer science teacher the brothers had hired, had moved in. I had to admit that Hudson was a nice-looking man. Tall with thick brown hair and broad shoulders. I didn’t know Hudson well, but I generally headed out to the mansion to hang out with Adam several times a month, so I’d had the opportunity to speak to the new professor on a few occasions. Opening a prep school for youth who had the intelligence to make it in college yet might not have the opportunity due to socioeconomic factors had been a dream of Adam’s for the past few years. After years of planning, Adam and his brother, Archie, finally opened phase one this fall with twenty students and limited staffing.  
 
    “I ran into Archie at the bank, and the new history and literature teacher was with him,” Jemma added to the conversation. “I wasn’t sure at first if a tiny woman who looked more like a high school homecoming queen than a college professor was the best choice for a school filled with adolescent males, but, according to Archie, Andi seems to be holding her own just fine.” 
 
    “I would agree with that,” I said. “And I agree with your initial impression of the woman. When Adam told me they planned to open the academy with a male-only class since the second dorm hasn’t been completed yet, I figured he’d hire all male professors. I’m not sure why I thought that, but that was my impression, so when Adam introduced this young and stunning professor as the one he’d chosen to handle literature, history, and the social arts, I will admit that I was taken aback, but Andi appears to be very good at her job, and the boys seem to respect her.” 
 
    “The woman does seem to have a presence,” Jemma agreed. “So, who did they end up hiring to teach science? I know Adam hoped to find someone who could handle physics, chemistry, biology, and related subjects. At least for now.” 
 
    “He ended up hiring a man named Gunther Oppenheimer,” I said in response to Jemma’s question. “Gunther only signed on for this first year, and Adam isn’t sure if he’ll be willing to stay beyond that. He’s a retired physicist who understands the other branches of science well enough to teach at a high school level.” 
 
    “So he’s the older stodgy professor I imagined when I first heard about Hudson,” Josie said. 
 
    “Basically,” I confirmed. “Gunther is a very nice man. I guess he must be close to seventy, but he’s traveled widely, is exceptionally intelligent, and has the ability to engage the imagination of the young men he has been tasked with educating. Adam said the guy is creative and utilizes a unique hands-on technique for his classes. I guess the boys love him.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Jemma said. “It seems as if Adam and Archie did a good job picking their staff.” 
 
    I had to agree with that. 
 
    “So, did Ruth and Moses both stay on?” Josie asked. 
 
    Ruth had been Adam and Archie’s cook and housekeeper for many years, and Moses was the groundskeeper.  
 
    “They did,” I confirmed. “Ruth loves to cook and is over the moon to have a huge group to cook for, and Moses mostly stays in his cabin when he isn’t tending to the grounds. I’m not sure he’s thrilled with having the boys underfoot, but he seems to enjoy spending time with Gunther. When I was at the mansion the other day, Adam told me that Gunther and Moses had been engaged in a chess tournament all week.” 
 
    “I’m so happy to hear that it sounds as if, at least so far, things are going as Adam and Archie imagined,” Jemma said. She turned and looked directly toward me. “So, how did your day go? Didn’t you have a potential new client coming in for a consult today?” 
 
    “I did have a meeting with a potential new client, and my day went fine,” I responded. “Initially, I wasn’t sure about the circumstance Dianna Long, my potential client, presented since it isn’t the sort of thing I normally deal with, but after hearing the woman out, I decided to accept the case.”  
 
    “So, what sort of situation is your client dealing with?” Jemma asked. Jemma had helped me with numerous jobs in the past, so while I did need to be mindful of sharing confidential information without client approval, I generally filled Jemma in with a blurry watercolor image of each case I decided to tackle. 
 
    “Dianna lives in an older neighborhood south of town. While many of the homes in the neighborhood are in need of repair, the development where my client lives was well planned out, and the homes were built on large lots, which are carefully nestled along one of the prettiest inlets in the area. In its heyday, the area was considered prime real estate, but with the passage of time, many of the homes have decayed, and a few are almost uninhabitable.” 
 
    “I know the area you’re talking about,” Josie said. “The parents of one of my friends from the bar and grill live in a shoddy old house on a gorgeous parcel of land at the end of the inlet. I’m sure that while the house is a tear-down, someone would pay a pretty penny for that property.” 
 
    “Someone does want to pay a pretty penny for that property,” I said. “According to my new client, she and her neighbors have been approached by a land developer who seems intent on buying up all the old houses and parcels of land, tearing the houses down, and then building upscale condos. I guess this condo complex will be exclusive and expensive. We’re talking units that will go for seven figures a piece.” 
 
    “So, just a bit out of my price range.” Josie laughed. 
 
    “Just a bit,” I agreed, although I could afford a condo in this complex if I wanted one, which I didn’t. “Anyway, while the land developer has entered into contracts with some of the homeowners to buy their homes, these contracts are contingent on his being able to buy all the homes in the geographic area he has selected for his project.” 
 
    “He needs a hundred percent of the current owners to sell in order to execute the plan for the gated community,” Jemma said. 
 
    “Exactly. Dianna is a resident of the neighborhood. Her family has lived in the same house for three generations, and while the land developer seems to be offering folks quite a bit more than what these homeowners would be able to sell their homes for if they sold to a private party, she isn’t interested in selling.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose the land developer can force her to sell,” Jemma pointed out. 
 
    “No, he can’t. But as you already pointed out, in order for him to accomplish his goal, he needs all the land. The entire development will be a no-go if even one homeowner holds out. As I’ve already stated, all the offers he’s made to this point have been contingent upon one hundred percent of the residents in the area agreeing to sell. So far, the land developer has secured signed contracts that include a contingency clause for roughly half the houses and parcels of land. My client feels that of the fifty percent who haven’t signed, maybe half of those homeowners plan to sign but are waiting to see if they’ll get a better offer if they hold out. Additionally, a handful of residents have stated that they have no plans to sell, no matter how much money is offered. These residents are being pressured by their neighbors to get on board so they can all cash out.” 
 
    “It is a tricky situation,” Josie said. “Potentially, all it will take to ruin the deals their neighbors have already made is a single holdout.” 
 
    “Exactly. My client understands the free enterprise system, and while the situation has caused her a great deal of grief, she realizes that the land developer has the right to try to buy the land he needs for his project. The thing is that Dianna thinks that someone, she isn’t sure who at this point, is using illegal means to scare the folks who have refused to sign the contracts into doing so. Dianna wants me to gather the evidence required to present her case to the appropriate law enforcement agencies.” 
 
    “What sort of illegal activity are we talking about?” Jemma asked. 
 
    I paused briefly to take a sip from the bottle of water Jemma had handed me and then responded to her question. “About a month ago, one of the homes in the area burnt to the ground. The incident that destroyed the Venway home was attributed to faulty wiring. The homeowners weren’t home when the fire started, so no one was injured. Since the fire was determined to be caused by the wiring and no one was physically injured, it didn’t turn out to be a high-profile incident. I’m not even sure it made the newspaper. The thing is that after the home was destroyed by fire, the land developer upped their offer and was able to convince the family who owned the home to sell rather than rebuild. According to my client, prior to the fire, Bob and Becky Venway had voiced their intent not to sell. While the whole thing might have been a terrible accident, my client has wondered since the beginning whether or not the fire might actually have been set.” 
 
    “She thinks the land developer or a representative of the land developer burned the house down to get to the land,” Josie stated. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s exactly what Dianna thought might be the case, but she had no proof. Then, two weeks ago, one of the homes, which had been empty while the family was away on vacation, suffered major damage due to a broken pipe. No one noticed the flooding until major damage occurred since no one from the Norris family was home and because this particular house is positioned at the end of a dead-end street. As with the home that burnt to the ground, Ned and Nancy Norris were offered a very nice incentive to sell. In the end, they signed the contract.” 
 
    “So the families involved in these incidents have contracted with the land developer to sell their property, but their homes have been destroyed, and they can no longer live in them. I guess in this situation, these two homeless families are stuck since they aren’t able to actually close the deal unless all the holdouts get on board,” Jemma said. 
 
    “Exactly. The families who have continued to hold out are not only getting pressure from families who are still in their homes but would like to sell, but now they are getting pressure from these two families who have lost everything and need the cash from the sale of their property to start over. Dianna indicated that after Bob and Becky Venway and Ned and Nancy Norris lost their homes, a neighborhood meeting was held to discuss the situation, and two additional families who initially didn’t plan to sell jumped on board. At this point, my client thinks that there are only five or six families standing between the land developer and the land he wants. As I said in the beginning, Dianna and her family are one of those families.” 
 
    “So I take it that your client wants to know the truth about the fire and the broken pipe before deciding how to proceed,” Jemma said. 
 
    “That’s basically it in a nutshell. Dianna isn’t insensitive to the needs of her neighbors who have lost their homes, but she told me that she won’t be tricked or bullied into selling a home that she’s emotionally attached to and has no interest in selling. My client indicated that a handful of others are currently on the fence. This particular group had been dead set against selling before their neighbors lost their homes, but they hate to stand in the way of these families getting the buyout they need if both the fire and the flood really had been accidents.”  
 
    “What a complicated situation,” Jemma said. 
 
    “It really is. The folks who would prefer not to sell are in a tough spot. My client believes that the homeowners who are left deserve the truth. If the land developer is behind the fire and the broken pipe, they want him prosecuted. If the land developer is innocent of those crimes and simply taking advantage of an unfortunate situation, they may look at it differently.” 
 
    “Has anything else occurred?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “Not so far. The first thing I intend to do is research the status of each property in the neighborhood. I’d like to know which properties are already contracted for sale to the land developer, which properties are classified as maybe’s but likely to sell once the homeowners are certain they’ve held out long enough to get the best price, and which homes have owners who have made it clear that they have no intention of selling. Once I have a feel for that, I plan to take a closer look at the fire and the broken pipe. There should be incident reports on file with the insurance companies, which I hope to be able to get my hands on. The fire should have not only a report from the insurance company but from fire investigators as well.” 
 
    “It sounds like this could be a dangerous case,” Jemma said. “If this land developer is so desperate to get his hands on the land he’s trying to buy that he is willing to burn down one house and flood another, there is no telling what else he might do.” 
 
    I frowned. “Yeah. I’ve given some thought to that. My client seems to think the land developer is behind the fire that destroyed one neighbor’s home and the broken pipe that has rendered the home of the Norris family inhabitable. But I’m not as sure as Dianna is that’s what’s going on. I mean, the area where the land developer wants to build these luxury condos is very nice, and the inlet that has been selected is one of the prettiest in the area, and there are all those gorgeous bluffs and thick forests. Having said that, this land developer appears to have deep pockets, and since there are other areas in the Pacific Northwest that are just as pretty, I’m having a hard time with the idea that the land developer would engage in illegal activity when it would make much more sense to move the upscale condo complex to another location.” 
 
    Josie bobbed her head. “I guess it doesn’t make a lot of sense that the land developer would go to so much trouble to own this specific tract of land unless there’s another reason he wants that land.” 
 
    “Another reason? Like what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe the homes in the area were built on top of an oil field, or perhaps the homes are built on top of buried treasure or a gold mine.” 
 
    I smiled. “Buried treasure or a gold mine?”  
 
    She laughed. “It happens in the movies.” 
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    By the time election day rolled around, I think almost everyone in town was sick of the constant bickering and campaigning and more than ready for it all to be over. Not that it would be over. The special election for the town council seat was today, the fourth Tuesday in October, while the general election to deal with proposals before the town was scheduled on the second Tuesday in November. I still had no idea why the vote for the town council seat hadn’t been put on the November ballot, but I guess they’d had their reasons. 
 
    “I’ve been covering the election for the newspaper, and to my utter surprise, Edna has a slight lead over Jasper,” Parker said as we nibbled on hamburgers on the boardwalk.  
 
    “You’re kidding,” I said as I cut a plain burger on a bun and gave Kai and Kallie each a half. “I honestly didn’t think Edna would place in the top three.” 
 
    Parker took a bite of her burger and then responded. “I figured that James Brandywine would likely come in dead last. James is a nice guy, but he has zero experience in politics, and he didn’t throw his hat in the ring until weeks after everyone else had already announced their candidacy. It seems that the only reason he even decided to run was because he had an issue with the new construction created by the cable company as they bury their lines in some of the more affluent neighborhoods.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “It did seem that James only ran so he could deal with a personal issue, which in my opinion, is no reason to take on a job like that. What about Lois Renner? She’s new to politics but seems to have a good handle on the issues.” 
 
    “My prediction is that she will come in fourth place. Surprisingly, she’s currently in third, just a few votes ahead of Olivia Cotswold, who I predicted would come in second after Jasper.” 
 
    “So you figured it would be Jasper, Olivia, Edna, Lois, and then James,” I clarified. 
 
    “That was my prediction. Currently, Edna is in first place, followed by James in second. Lois is currently in third, and Olivia is in fourth. James is in fifth place, as predicted. Keep in mind that it’s still early, and only a small percentage of the votes have been counted. The polls don’t close for seven more hours, so while the current ranking is not what I expected, anything can still happen.” 
 
    “I will admit that this is turning out to be an interesting race,” I said. “I voted early this morning, so I guess at this point, all I can do is wait it out.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Parker said. She raised a hand and waved at Jemma, who was walking toward us. 
 
    “Hey, all. Am I interrupting?” Jemma asked as she bent down to pet the dogs. 
 
    “No. Have a seat,” I said. “Parker was in town and stopped by my office to say hi, so we decided to grab lunch on the boardwalk since it’s such a nice day.” 
 
    “We were chatting about the election,” Parker added. “So far, we are looking at an interesting battle to the finish line.” 
 
    “Really?” Jemma sat down across from us. “I figured Jasper would take an early lead, which he would likely maintain until the end. Not only has he been campaigning like crazy, but he’s the only candidate with enough money to run radio promos.” 
 
    “As of the last time I checked, which I guess was maybe an hour ago, Edna was in the lead,” Parker informed Jemma.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “Of course, she has been running around telling everyone to vote early, so just because she’s in the lead now doesn’t mean that she’ll remain in the lead when all is said and done,” Parker qualified.  
 
    “It is true that Edna has been telling all her supporters to vote early,” I said. “I’m not sure what difference it makes when a person votes. As long as you vote before the polls close, your vote will count the same as everyone else’s.” 
 
    “Maybe Edna figured if the rumors about her lead started early, those who hadn’t yet voted might throw their hat in her ring in order to support a winner,” Jemma said. She frowned. “I’m somewhat surprised that the rankings have been made public. The polls opened at eight, and it’s around one now. The polls close at eight, so we’re not even halfway through the day yet. A lot could happen between now and eight p.m. Folks who had to work and are likely to vote after they get off wouldn’t even have had the chance to get to the polling booth yet.” 
 
    Parker responded. “I don’t think that an official statement has been made. In fact, I know that the newspaper isn’t supposed to report any of our findings until after the polls close. But I have a contact at city hall where the vote counting is taking place, so I’ve been kept apprised of the early numbers.” 
 
    “Are you going to wait to report the rankings?” I asked. I loved Parker, but at times, she took all sorts of joy in ignoring the rules. 
 
    “The newspaper may run a short column about predictions based on exit polls, but we won’t publish anything official until we have something official to report.” 
 
    I was glad to hear that and said as much. Jemma suggested that we might want to walk down the boardwalk to where they were selling Halloween Ice, which was really just a snow cone with black syrup on one half and orange syrup on the other.  
 
    “We should all get together to carve pumpkins,” I suggested. One of the things I loved the most about the community I’d found on the peninsula was that we often got together as a group to celebrate things.  
 
    “We have the haunted house and Halloween Festival on the twenty-seventh and twenty-eighth,” Jemma reminded us.  
 
    “Halloween is the thirty-first, so maybe the thirtieth,” Parker suggested. 
 
    “Adam mentioned to Josie that he might have a get-together next week, so I called and asked him about it. He said he was kicking around the idea of doing something on Halloween, but at this point, it seems far from a sure thing,” I said.  
 
    “Will Winchester Academy be closed next week, or will all twenty teens be there if he does have this get-together?” Parker asked. 
 
    “Adam plans to close for the week, but I’m not sure all the kids will be leaving. Adam mentioned that he left it as optional. Those who want to head home for Halloween can, and those who want to stay are welcome to do so.” 
 
    “Twenty high school-aged boys under one roof.” Parker shook her head. “I just can’t imagine. It must be total chaos all the time.” She glanced at her watch. “Thanks for the burger and the company, but I need to pass on the Halloween Ice because I have an interview scheduled with the owner of the bakery, who came home from an out-of-town funeral and found her business infested with raccoons. Apparently, the little buggers totally destroyed the place.” 
 
    “Raccoons?” I asked. “I hadn’t heard.” 
 
    Parker typed out a text and hit send. Once she had finished her message, she slipped her cell phone into her pocket and looked in my direction. “I guess if one raccoon finds a way in, others will follow. I haven’t been by the bakery yet, but I understand the damage is extensive.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s too bad,” Jemma said. 
 
    “It really is,” Parker agreed. “I heard the bakery will be closed for at least several weeks. As I said, however, I haven’t been by to look for myself, so at this point, I’m working off hearsay.” Parker paused and then continued. “By the way, I heard that Remi was out of town. He does plan to be back for the haunted house, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “He said he would be back in plenty of time to cover his volunteer shift,” I assured her. 
 
    “Good. I volunteered to do the ticket booth last year, the same as this year, but when some zombies didn’t show up last year, I was asked to portray one after all. It took forever to wash off all that makeup once my shift ended.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe I should have volunteered for the ticket booth instead of agreeing to zombie duty.” 
 
    “No way. Sawyer and I have the ticket booth. I suggest that you go heavy on the moisturizer under the makeup. It will make it easier to wash off at the end of the night.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip.” I supposed having to apply all that heavy makeup would be a chore and that taking it off would be even worse, but running around chasing screaming kids sounded like a blast. I imagined that sitting in a ticket booth all night would be boring after the first thirty minutes. 
 
    Parker commented about needing to go again, waved, and hurried down the boardwalk. Jemma and I began strolling with the dogs at a much more leisurely pace. It was a gorgeous day, and since the schools were still in session, it wasn’t all that busy.  
 
    “Coop has another charter tonight,” Jemma informed me. “That’s three in the past week. I’m glad he’s busy and making money, but these late-in-the-day charters that run past dark are getting old.” 
 
    “I guess you need to take the work when you can get it when you have a job like Coop’s.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. I was thinking about maybe going out for dinner. Josie’s shift is over at four, so maybe the three of us can go.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun. Did you have anything specific in mind?” 
 
    “No. I just felt the need to get out of the house. The Bayside Bar and Grill has fun Halloween decorations. Maybe we could try that. I’d suggest the Rambling Rose, but Josie doesn’t generally like to go there to eat after working there all day.” 
 
    “I can understand that. I’m sure it feels a bit like being at work, even if your shift is over. How about I meet you at your place at five.” 
 
    “That sounds good. I’ll call Parker and ask her if she would like to join us. I’d invite Tegan, but she already mentioned having a date with Jackson.” 
 
    “I’m happy that the two of them are making it work. I wasn’t sure that Tegan dating Booker’s best friend, or I guess I should say ex-best friend, was the best idea when I first heard that Tegan had asked Jackson out, but it really does seem to be working for them.” 
 
    “It does,” Jemma agreed. “Tegan deserves to be happy. Booker really did a number on her. The whole thing was pretty rotten, so I’m glad Tegan has been able to move on.” 
 
    “You know…” I said, starting my thought and then reconsidering and pausing. 
 
    “You know what?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure I should say anything, but Adam told me that he heard from his buddy who anchors his yacht in the bay that Booker might return to Gooseberry Bay once his contract is up.” 
 
    Jemma raised a brow. “You don’t say.” She paused. “I thought his initial contract was up this past April or May.” 
 
    “I guess it was, but he agreed to stay through the summer. I haven’t said anything to anyone other than you, and I definitely won’t say anything to Tegan, who finally seems really happy, but I figure that if he does show up, there is bound to be fireworks, and maybe we should have a plan ready to help offset things.” 
 
    “Tegan will literally lose her mind if Booker shows up,” Jemma agreed. “I was really sorry to see him go. He was a good friend for a long time, and I miss him, but after the way things worked out, I really think that the best thing he can do is stay away. I’m talking forever.”  
 
    “I don’t disagree, but knowing Booker, he’s going to do what he is going to do, and nothing anyone says about it will make any difference.” 
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    Much to my surprise, by the time Jemma, Josie, Parker, and I went to dinner, the word on the street was that Edna actually had a decent lead and would likely end up with the seat on the town council. Of course, the polls were still open, and only about half the votes had been counted, so I supposed it was still much too early to even think about calling the race. Jasper was in second place behind Edna, and the margin between them was small enough that it could go either way. I was sorry that the other three were likely out of the running at this point. I still felt that Olivia would have been the best choice out of the individuals who had decided to run. 
 
    Located right on the water a couple miles north of the boardwalk, Bayside Bar and Grill was a relatively new establishment. The restaurant had two floors, with the first floor serving a casual dining menu, while the second floor was reserved for fine-dining customers. The gang and I elected to eat on the patio overlooking the bay, which, like the first floor, was reserved for casual dining. I decided on fish and chips, which, in my opinion, were some of the best I’d ever had; while Parker chose fish tacos, Jemma settled on a delicious-looking scampi over rice, and Josie went for a lighter fare with a seafood salad. 
 
    “So, how is your case going?” Parker asked once we’d ordered and had settled in to wait with a nice bottle of wine, a charcuterie board, and a hot and crusty loaf of bread.  
 
    “While I have made some progress, I’m not entirely sure if I have a handle on everything that has happened, but I’ve dug around enough to have a general feel for the conflict that has been developing. On the one hand, we have residents who have been offered a very nice price for their homes and parcels of land and have decided to sell. I spoke to a few of the homeowners who signed early contracts, and in their opinion, it made no sense to turn this land developer down when he was offering more for their property than they would ever get from anyone else.” 
 
    “I guess it would be a different story if this guy was trying to steal the property,” Parker said. 
 
    “I agree. The offer the land developer is making seems more than fair. Still, on the other hand, there are those who don’t care about the money and seem determined not to sell the home and parcel of land that has been in their family for generations. My client fits in with this group. Initially, there were about a dozen holdouts, but now that the family, who was displaced by the fire, has joined the ranks of those wanting to sell, they’ve managed to get a few of their neighbors on board as well.” 
 
    “So, how many holdouts are there?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “Five or six. One of the homeowners I spoke to had been adamant about not selling, but it does seem that the pressure from their neighbors not to mess up the deals they’ve made is getting to them.” 
 
    “I guess it really only takes one holdout to mess the whole thing up,” Josie said. 
 
    “That seems to be the case,” I said. “Personally, I wouldn’t want to be put in that situation. Folks who have been friends their whole lives are barely speaking to each other in some cases due to the huge divide that has taken place between those who want to sell and those who don’t. There are some cases where I believe it will come down to the land developer’s actions. If I am able to establish that the land developer or one of his representatives is responsible for the fire and the broken pipe that rendered the homes of two of the holdouts uninhabitable, I believe that the other holdouts will remain strong. But if it turns out that both incidents were simply bad luck events, then I predict that most of the holdouts will sign. I believe there will come a point when the majority will make it impossible for those who don’t want to sell to stick to their convictions. There already seems to be a lot of pressure to go with the tide.” 
 
    “Have you made any progress on figuring out whether or not the land developer was involved with the fire and the flood?” Parker asked. 
 
    I paused. “I am looking into a few things, but unfortunately, I haven’t found any witnesses to either incident. The fire was determined, by the fire inspector, to be caused by faulty wiring. I have no reason to question this, and honestly feel that in the end, an accidental ignition due to old wiring and a lack of maintenance will end up being the case. I spoke to one of the firefighters who responded to the fire, and he said that electrical fires are much more likely to occur in systems located in areas of high humidity or extreme heat or in systems where water is present. The home that was destroyed by the fire was close enough to the water that flooding in the crawl space had occurred on many occasions in the past. Even though I think it seems pretty cut and dried, I’m still planning to poke around a bit.” 
 
    “And the broken pipe?” Jemma asked.  
 
    “The pipe is much the same type of story as the fire. Old house, old pipes, lack of aggressive maintenance. It seems likely the pipe burst on its own, although it is rather odd that both homes were destroyed within weeks of each other.” 
 
    “So it could still be tampering,” Josie confirmed. 
 
    I shrugged. “I suppose that is possible, but if a person is responsible for the damage, they did a good job covering their tracks.” 
 
    “So what now?” Parker asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not really sure at this point. I asked a friend who is a contractor to look at the pipes in the home that was flooded. I figure it wouldn’t hurt to get a second opinion just to be sure the insurance company’s report was accurate.” 
 
    Our food was delivered, so there was a pause. When our conversation resumed, Parker brought up the Halloween Festival we were all looking forward to. At this point, the ebb and flow of the discussion seemed to drift toward seasonal events and the awe-inspiring decorations that had been placed around town. If there was one thing you could say about the residents of Gooseberry Bay, it was that they genuinely embraced their holidays. The boardwalk seemed to attract tourists from out of the area simply because of its picturesque location on the bay. Add in seasonal offerings such as colorful lights and specialty vendors, and what might have been an ordinary weekend is suddenly turned into something spectacular. 
 
    “This is really nice,” Parker said as we finished our meals and then asked to look at dessert menus. “It’s been a busy week for me with everything that has been going on, and I’m so happy to have a few minutes to relax with my friends. I was thinking…” she began, only to be interrupted by a loud crash in the distance. 
 
    “What was that?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “It sounded like a car accident on the highway,” I said.  
 
    “I should go,” Parker stood up.  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” I offered. “I’m not sure there will be anything I can do to help, but I want to help if I can.” 
 
    “Josie and I will pay the check and meet the two of you,” Jemma offered.  
 
    Parker agreed to the plan, and then the two of us began running toward the parking area where she’d left her car. I’d ridden over with Jemma and Josie, so I didn’t have my own car to worry about. I slipped into Parker’s passenger seat, and she sped out of the lot toward the highway. It sounded like the accident had occurred within a mile of the restaurant. I knew that sound carried in this particular area due to the wide-open spaces created by the bay, but I was sure whatever had caused the loud crash we’d heard couldn’t be too far away. 
 
    “Oh no,” I said when I noticed the light blue Volvo Wagon smashed against a tree as we rounded a corner. “That’s Edna.”  
 
    Parker pulled her car to the side of the road, and I jumped out while she called 911. I ran around to the driver’s side of the vehicle to find the driver’s door smashed in.  
 
    “Edna,” I said through the cracked glass. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    It became clear that Edna was unconscious and unable to respond. Based on what I could see through the window, she looked to be in critical condition, but unless I could get her out, I had no way of knowing how serious her injuries actually were. 
 
    “The ambulance is on the way,” Parker said as she rushed over to me.  
 
    “It looks like someone ran into Edna on the driver’s side, which caused the car to swerve off the road, where it ran into the tree. The passenger’s door is wedged too close to the tree to be opened, and the driver’s door is completely smashed in.” I took a deep breath and tried to calm my nerves. What was needed in this instance was a calm mind.  
 
    Parker walked around the entire vehicle. “I honestly don’t see how we can get her out of there. I may have a chain in my trunk. I got stuck in the snow a few times this past winter, so I started carrying a tow chain. I suppose we can try hooking the chain to the axle beneath Edna’s rear tires, and then we can hook the chain to my car and try to pull her away from the tree.” 
 
    I doubted that would work, but I hated standing around doing nothing while Edna could be bleeding to death. 
 
    “I’m not sure your car is heavy enough to pull Edna’s car away from the tree. It’s too bad that we don’t have Coop’s truck or even my SUV,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe we should just wait,” Parker suggested. “It will only take the paramedics a few minutes to get here, and I’m afraid if we try to yank the car away from the tree, we may injure Edna even more than she’s already injured.” She approached the car and looked in through the driver’s side window, which was cracked but not shattered. “Edna,” she called. After a few seconds, Parker looked up and shook her head. 
 
    “I hear the sirens,” I said as relief flowed through me, knowing that professionals would arrive shortly and take over. Trying to make decisions that could make the difference between life and death for someone I’d known for a couple years was not the sort of responsibility I’d anticipated when I’d left home that evening.  
 
    Parker walked out to the road to ensure the emergency vehicles saw us, although I honestly didn’t see how they could miss us. Jemma and Josie pulled up just behind the paramedics, so Parker headed over to greet the roommates while I walked over to talk to the first responder.  
 
    “The driver is Edna Jenkins,” I shared. “She’s unconscious and has been since we arrived. I don’t know her exact age, but I’m thinking mid-sixties. It appears another vehicle hit her and pushed her into the tree.” 
 
    “And the other vehicle?” the man asked.  
 
    I shrugged. “No idea. We were dining on the Bayside Bar and Grill’s deck and heard the crash, so we came to check it out. The other vehicle was gone by the time we got here.” 
 
    The ambulance driver went to help his partner decide what to do. Shortly after they arrived, Deputy Todd showed up with two other police officers. The emergency personnel had the tools and the training to handle the situation, so Parker, Jemma, Josie, and I watched from a distance. It seemed as if it took forever for them to pull Edna out of her seriously damaged car. Once they extracted her from the vehicle, the paramedic started CPR, and the ambulance took off toward the hospital. I wanted to follow them, but Deputy Todd indicated he had a few questions for us, so we agreed to wait. 
 
    “Did you see what happened?” he asked us after he’d made a call.  
 
    Parker explained about having dinner on the Bayside Bar and Grill’s deck and hearing the crash. She shared that we came to see what the noise was all about and found the car. Based on the damage to the vehicle, it appeared that someone had hit Edna’s vehicle on the driver’s side, which caused her to veer across the road and hit the tree. The impact between the car and the tree was on the passenger side, making it impossible for us to extract her through either door. 
 
    Once Todd had taken our statements, the four of us headed toward the hospital. I wasn’t sure whether or not anyone had called Beverly, and while I hated to be the bearer of bad news, I decided that Edna’s sister needed to know what was going on, so I made the call. Bev was still at Then and Again doing inventory when I reached her. Naturally, she became hysterical when I shared my news, so I called Jemma, who was in the car behind Parker and me, and told her that Parker and I were making a detour to pick Bev up and take her to the hospital but that she and Josie should continue on to the hospital. What happened next turned out to be a total nightmare. 
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    “I can’t believe she’s gone,” Josie said the following morning as Jemma, Josie, and I sat in the roommates’ cottage drinking coffee.  
 
    “I think we’re all in a bit of shock,” I agreed as I tried to wrap my head around the events of the past twelve hours. “I guess we should be glad that she didn’t suffer.” 
 
    Edna had been DOA at the hospital. According to the doctor who’d attempted to revive Edna in the emergency room, she’d hit her head and had likely been rendered unconscious on impact. She most likely would have died shortly after.  
 
    “I can’t believe that someone just ran into her and then didn’t even stop to see if they could help,” Jemma said. 
 
    “That is a tough one to understand,” I agreed. 
 
    “Unless the vehicle that hit Edna did so intentionally,” Josie added. 
 
    I had to admit the exact same thought had been filtering through my mind. 
 
    “If someone intentionally hit her, then Edna was murdered. Who would do that?” Jemma demanded.  
 
    “I have no idea,” I replied.  
 
    “I realize that it is true that Edna had some strong opinions about things and that it’s also true that she ruffled a few feathers along the way, but certainly not enough for someone to run the woman off the road,” Jemma said in a voice that clearly expressed the depth of her anger.  
 
    Kai must have sensed that Jemma was upset since he wandered over and rested his head in her lap. Both Kai and Kallie were sensitive to the emotions of those around them, but I noticed that Kai specifically seemed to have bonded with Jemma. I supposed that was to be expected since Jemma was the one who took care of him and Kallie when it didn’t work out for me to take them to the office. 
 
    “I feel so bad for Bev,” Josie said after the room fell silent. “Bev was hysterical. She kept saying that Edna would be back and that her sister would only be gone for the hour or two that it would take to attend the estate sale, where they hoped to pick up some new inventory for Then and Again. It was as if Bev couldn’t believe Edna was really gone. She seemed so broken. I’m just not sure how she will deal with this.” 
 
    “I spoke to Bev this morning,” I informed the others. “She wanted to let me know she would be out of town for a while. Bev shared that she needed to be with family and had decided to spend time with Edna’s children and grandchildren. She asked me to keep an eye on the store. She put the closed sign out along with an additional sign letting folks know that there had been a death in the family and that the store would be closed indefinitely. Bev didn’t know when she might reopen, or whether or not she even would, and wanted to be sure that someone was keeping an eye on things until she decided what to do.” 
 
    “I’m glad she went to be with family,” Jemma said. “I think that will help her. I imagine the next few days will be difficult for everyone who knew and loved Edna. Parker told me that she planned to publish an article in today’s edition of the newspaper letting folks know what happened. I’m sure the article will generate conversation amongst those who haven’t heard the news yet. Parker also informed me that there has been a ton of speculation about what will happen with the town council seat if Edna managed to hold on to her lead and ended up winning.” 
 
    “Did Parker know for sure how the election came out?” I asked. 
 
    “Not as of when I spoke to her early this morning,” Jemma answered. “She was going to look into it.” 
 
    “You don’t think someone ran her off the road over the council seat, do you?” Josie asked. 
 
    “I hope not,” I said. “I guess that emotions have been high this time around. Edna has been very outspoken about her viewpoints regarding zero growth for the area, while politicians such as Jasper Smitherson have been campaigning on a platform calling for aggressive growth. Jasper has made it clear that he believes that it is only through an aggressive approach that new jobs will be created in the area. The two had very opposing viewpoints, but I can’t believe Jasper would run Edna off the road.” 
 
    “Maybe not Jasper, but perhaps one of his supporters,” Josie argued. 
 
    Josie did make a good point about the timing of the accident. It did appear that Edna was on the verge of winning the vacant seat on the town council. If she had come out victorious, she would finally have had a real platform from which to push her agenda, which was obviously more popular amongst the town’s residents than I had anticipated. It seemed to me that if the majority of Gooseberry Bay’s residents hadn’t agreed with Edna’s ideas, she wouldn’t have been able to win the large number of votes she had. 
 
    “I guess the idea that there would be residents threatened by Edna winning the election is valid,” I said. “I’m sure that’s true with every election, but emotions did seem particularly high this time.” 
 
    I was about to comment about Jasper as a potential council member when Parker knocked once, called out a greeting, and let herself in. 
 
    “How are things in town?” Jemma asked as Parker tossed her bag on the sofa table. 
 
    “If you’re asking how things are in town as a whole, they’re fine. I suspect that very few people even know what happened yet. But if you’re referring to how things are at town hall, then there is total chaos. It appears that Edna won the election. There are still a few votes to count, but based on the votes that have been counted, it seems clear that she was the winner.” 
 
    “So what now?” Josie asked. 
 
    Parker shrugged. “That’s what everyone is trying to figure out. There is one group who is of the opinion that the seat Edna won should be treated as any other council vacancy. In that case, a special election would be called, and the town would start from scratch with a new election in a month or two. This plan is popular with some since there are those who argue that if Edna hadn’t run for the council, her supporters wouldn’t necessarily have voted for the second-place vote-getter. It seems unfair to this group that someone with a very different viewpoint than that held by the frontrunner should end up with the seat. Then there is the group led mostly by Smitherson supporters who feel that since Edna was never sworn in, her inability to accept her seat should be treated as a withdrawal from the election. In that case, the second-place vote-getter should be awarded the seat.” 
 
    “Which would mean that the seat would go to Jasper,” I confirmed. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I agree that Edna’s supporters would have voted for someone other than Jasper if Edna hadn’t been in the race,” Josie said. “I think if the council simply allows Jasper to slide into the seat that Edna actually won, they will be denying the voters who helped Edna gain a victory the opportunity to have their voices heard.” 
 
    “Don’t the town’s bylaws contain provisions dealing with issues like this?” I asked. 
 
    “Not specifically,” Parker admitted. “I guess that no one imagined that there would be a situation where the winning candidate would die on election day after the majority of the votes were cast but before the official count was announced. If Edna had died the day before the election, her inability to continue would have been seen as a withdrawal. And if she had died after all the votes had been counted and the results announced, she likely would have been sworn in, and the fact that she was unavailable to continue with the council would have been treated as any other vacancy. But the way this worked out really is unique. I won’t be surprised to learn that a judge is assigned to examine and determine the whole matter. We need to be patient and wait to see what they work out.” 
 
    Josie announced that she was going to make breakfast. I told her she didn’t need to bother, but she insisted that cooking calmed her. She had the late shift at the Rambling Rose and didn’t need to leave for work until eleven, so she had plenty of time to make a meal, which she could enjoy eating with her friends before she headed out.  
 
    Parker planned to return to town to work on the details for a follow-up story after we ate. She’d already written and submitted the one that would run today, but she wanted to add a lot more to the narrative by the time her article for tomorrow’s newspaper needed to be submitted. I was feeling a bit lost. I’d planned to work on the case relating to the buyout of the property along the inlet, but given everything that had occurred since the previous evening, I found it hard to concentrate. I asked Parker what she knew about the investigation into the cause of the accident that resulted in Edna’s death, and she responded by saying that, for once, Deputy Todd seemed to be all over it. 
 
    “So, has Todd shared anything with you?” I asked Parker after we’d all gathered around the table to enjoy the meal Josie had made. 
 
    “He’s being tightlipped as usual,” Parker responded. “But I have a contact in the sheriff’s office who has assured me that Todd is taking this seriously. The vehicle that hit Edna left paint on her driver’s door and fender. Deputy Todd identified the dark gray color as one that had been popular on Ford vehicles two years ago. He checked with the Ford dealers within a hundred-mile radius to see if he could figure out who owned the vehicle by using sales records. Unfortunately, it turned out that the color was popular for several years on many different models, so there were too many vehicles sold with that paint color to provide a meaningful clue. My contact did say that, based on the height of the paint marks on Edna’s car, it was determined that the vehicle that ran into Edna was likely a truck or SUV rather than a compact vehicle.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s something,” I said. “I assume that Deputy Todd has had someone call around to repair shops in the general area.” 
 
    “He has,” Parker confirmed. “But I think it’s unlikely that the person who slammed into Edna would take his or her car to a body shop at this point. Traveling along the local roads with a damaged vehicle would be risky as well, and of course, the guys at the port are keeping an eye out for a vehicle matching the description that might try boarding the ferry. If this man or woman has any brains at all, they have the vehicle used to kill Edna hidden in a garage under a tarp.” 
 
    Parker was right. It was unlikely that the person responsible for Edna’s death would be out driving around in their dark gray truck or SUV, but knowing what sort of vehicle we were looking for was still helpful. Based on what we knew at this point, it appeared that there hadn’t been any witnesses to the accident on the highway, but that didn’t mean that someone hadn’t seen something that might help us narrow in on our killer. Perhaps someone had seen a dark gray truck or SUV with front-end damage before the vehicle’s driver had an opportunity to hide it. At this point, since we didn’t have a solid lead to follow, perhaps just asking around and starting a dialogue might be the best place to begin. Once folks got to comparing notes and discussing their various theories, maybe something solid to follow up on might float to the surface. 
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    By Thursday, pretty much everyone in town had heard about the hit-and-run accident on the highway, which had resulted in the death of the newly elected town council member. While the questions concerning what exactly had happened on the night of Edna’s death remained unanswered, as had been predicted, everyone was talking about it. I’d spoken to Parker, who’d confirmed that numerous tips had been received by Deputy Todd’s office. The sheer volume of calls to the tipline had kept Todd and his entire team hopping.  
 
    Parker had been following up on her list of tips, but at this point, nothing had panned out. I was inclined to help with the investigation into Edna’s death, but at this point, I wasn’t sure what I could do, so rather than getting in the way, I’d decided to spend my day interviewing residents from the neighborhood where my newest client lived. So far, I hadn’t stumbled upon anything that would suggest that anything other than random events had occurred in both the case of the fire and the broken pipe. I wondered if I wasn’t simply spinning my wheels trying to prove otherwise, but I had agreed to take on the job, so I decided to give it a few more days before I called my client in and informed her that there really didn’t seem to be anything shady to find. 
 
    But before I headed out to canvas the neighborhood, I decided to take the dogs for a run along the bluff trail. The past couple of days had been intense, so I felt like I needed a little time to let my mind and emotions rest, and a good, long run usually helped me find my focus. I thought about calling Adam to see if he wanted to meet me at the gate, but since the academy had opened, he’d taken on the role of headmaster. Most weekdays, during the hours that classes were in session, Adam could be found in his office. I didn’t want to interrupt his day, so I decided to enjoy my run and try to find another time to hang out with him. 
 
    It was a gorgeous autumn day, with crisp air and a forest that was painted with color as the dogs and I made our way up to the bluff. Our usual custom was to run to the point where further progress was prevented by the back fence of Adam and Archie’s property. We’d take a short break, turn around, and then head back down the bluff trail to our cottage. I’d arranged to meet Adam at the fence many times, but since I hadn’t called him today, I’d expected to find the fence line deserted.  
 
    “Adam,” I said when I found him standing at the back gate, apparently doing something to the keypad, which had been added to act as an emergency exit. The addition of the keypad had been a requirement for the permit to operate the academy.  
 
    “Ainsley. I wasn’t expecting to see you up here.” He searched around in his pocket for his cell phone. “Did you call?” 
 
    “No. The dogs and I are just out for a quick run, and I wouldn’t have had long to visit, so I didn’t want to interrupt your day.” I glanced at the keypad on the gate he’d been playing around with when the dogs and I had arrived. “Is there a problem with the gate?” 
 
    “No, there isn’t a problem, but there is a requirement that I test the gate and change the security code once a month. As you know, the gate will open from the inside by just pushing the button. It’s folks who might wander up from the bluff we are endeavoring to keep out.” He paused. “Not you and the dogs, of course. The three of you are welcome to come in at any time. You merely need to call me, and I’ll give you the current code.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “The addition of the gate may have provided a much-needed emergency exit at the rear of the property, but it has also created a breach in the security system.” 
 
    He nodded, opened the gate, and invited the dogs and me inside. I bent down to pet his dog, Hitchcock, who’d trotted over to greet me. 
 
    “As I said, I can’t stay long,” I cautioned as I entered the gate and followed Adam to a bench he’d tucked under a large shade tree.  
 
    “I guess you must be working on the Edna Jenkins’ case.” 
 
    “Not really,” I answered. “I mean, I am very concerned that the person who killed that sweet woman is caught and brought to justice, but it seems that, for once, Deputy Todd is all over things, so I hate to get in the way. Parker has been meeting with him for updates, and she seems to think he’s doing what he can, so for now, I am staying out of it.” 
 
    “I actually spoke to the mayor this morning,” Adam informed me. “I was curious about how they planned to handle the vacated town council seat. During my discussion with the mayor, he told me that Deputy Todd and his staff had been working hard to determine what had transpired. I know Todd can take a lax view of things at times, but in this case, it does seem like he’s doing what needs to be done.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” I said. “So, just out of curiosity, did the mayor tell you what they planned to do about the open seat?”  
 
    He nodded. “They decided to add the item to the November ballot. Of course, Jasper and his support team feel they should slide right into the position since he was the second-place vote-getter behind Edna, but the team who supported Edna made a good argument that the voters should be able to choose from the four remaining candidates. They aren’t allowing anyone new to toss their hat in the ring, so the vote in November will be between Jasper Smitherson, Olivia Cotswold, Lois Renner, and James Brandywine.” 
 
    “That does seem to be the fairest way to go about things to me.” 
 
    “I thought so as well,” Adam confirmed. “I felt as if there was enough dissent in the community as it is, and simply sliding Jasper into place without allowing folks to have their voices heard was only going to make things worse.” Adam paused and placed his hand over mine. “I’m sorry about Edna. I know the two of you had your differences, but I also know that you were friends. It must have been awful to find her that way.”  
 
    “It was pretty bad. I think the worst part was not knowing if I’d know the right thing to do even if I had been able to access the vehicle’s interior. I could see that Edna was unconscious, but I had no way of knowing if she was dead or alive or how badly she was injured if she was alive.” I sucked in a long breath and blew it out slowly. “I’m just glad that the emergency response was so quick. I can’t even begin to tell you how relieved I was when the paramedics showed up and took over.” 
 
    “I can imagine. Knowing what to do in a case such as that is never easy. I’ve had extensive emergency medical training in the past year as we’ve prepared to take on temporary custody of twenty boys between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, and I still don’t know if I will be able to keep a level head should I end up needing to utilize that training.” 
 
    “I guess you can’t know how you will respond until you are in that situation.” I turned and glanced at Adam. “How are things going? You’ve been open a little over a month. I’m sure by this point, you have a fairly strong opinion about how things will actually work out.” 
 
    He laced his fingers from one hand into the other. “There has definitely been an adjustment period, of that there is no doubt. One of the criteria Archie and I came up with when we sat down and tried to determine the exact attributes our ideal student would have, was that whomever we brought on board would be able to get along well with others. We weren’t looking for troublemakers or prima donnas looking for special treatment. Our ideal candidate was a smart kid who was committed to his education and had the potential to do well in college. We were looking for youth who worked well with others, and we were looking for students who really wanted to be here and would work hard to maintain their spot. Overall, I think we accomplished what we set out to do. In the beginning, we did identify one young man who seemed to be more interested in playing pranks than in studying, but we made it clear to him that his scholarship would be terminated and that he’d be asked to leave if the pranks continued, and he seems to have made the decision to cooperate. I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens over time. At this point, however, I feel we’re exactly where we want to be.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s wonderful. I’m happy that things are working out. When I was here last, the boys had just arrived, and you still weren’t certain how a few of them would settle in.” 
 
    “As I said, this whole thing has been a learning experience for Archie and me, but I think we’re starting to figure everything out. You really should come for dinner. It will give you a chance to really get to know everyone.”  
 
    “I’d like that. Maybe after Halloween. I have the Halloween Festival and haunted house this weekend, and I know the academy will be closed next week, so quite a few boys will be gone.” 
 
    “Maybe a weeknight in November,” Adam agreed. “I know you said you needed to get going now, but I would like the two of us to get together sooner rather than later. Maybe lunch? I can do lunch on Saturday. Tomorrow is the last day of classes before the break, so we’re having a half day. I have parents coming to pick their kids up, and I want to be here to greet them and be available to answer any questions they might have. But everyone who plans to leave will be gone by tomorrow evening, so other than volunteering for the Halloween Festival in the evenings, I have the weekend free.” 
 
    “I have the haunted house tomorrow night and Saturday night as well, but unless there is a break in my case requiring my attention, I feel like I’m pretty open. How about you text me, and we can work out the details.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good plan.” He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek, and I stood up and headed back down the path toward my cottage. 
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    Once I got home, I filled the dogs’ bowls with food, freshened their water, and headed toward the shower. It was a nice, sunny day, but there were clouds on the horizon, and the air temperature was crisp, so I dressed in layers I could take off and put back on as needed. I planned to leave the dogs home today since I wasn’t sure exactly where my research might lead. The last thing I wanted was for a fire to break out or another emergency to happen and for no one to know that the dogs were locked in the cottage, so as I always did when leaving Kia and Kallie home alone, I contacted Jemma to let her know what I was doing. Of course, Jemma, as she always did, suggested that I bring the dogs to her place, which actually worked out even better for me. 
 
    When I arrived at my office, I noticed a group had gathered on the boardwalk across the street. Initially, I thought the group might be a social group who’d come to enjoy shopping on such a lovely day, but after a few minutes, I realized that the group wasn’t tourists but rather locals who appeared to be arguing. Deciding to check it out, I left my purse in my office and set off across the street.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked Dianna when I realized she was right there in the thick of things. 
 
    “The land developer who has entered into contingent contracts with my neighbors has decided to introduce a timeline,” my client informed me. “If he’s unable to secure all the properties by November fifteenth, he plans to void the contracts he’s entered into and move on to another area. Personally, that is fine with me since I’m no more interested in selling now than I was when I first came to you, but the residents who really want to sell are up in arms and making all sorts of threats toward those of us who want to hang onto our homes.” 
 
    “Threats?” I asked. “What sort of threats?” 
 
    She shrugged. “So far, the most outspoken of the group is Randall Erwich. He lives in an old run-down house that he can’t afford to fix up, but his home is located on a wide part of the inlet, so the price he was offered is substantial. Randall didn’t come out and make a direct threat, but he did say something about what a shame it would be if another house burned down before everyone is able to cash in.” 
 
    “Do you think he could be responsible for the first fire?” 
 
    Dianna frowned. “I wouldn’t think Randall would do that. He is a cranky old guy who has always been set in his ways. I know he blames the world for his lot in life and seems to be the sort who refuses to take responsibility for his own situation, but I doubt that he’d go so far as to set his neighbor’s house on fire.” She pursed her lips. “No, in my opinion, if the fire was set, you’ll find that the land developer is responsible for that.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was the case, but I didn’t want to discuss this with my client in the midst of all her neighbors, so I simply nodded and then waited to see what the others might say. I figured that this might turn out to be a productive “fly on the wall” moment. It was a large group, and it seemed like everyone was talking at once. It didn’t appear that anyone was paying any attention to me. I’d briefly spoken to Dianna, which I suppose earned me acceptance by the group.  
 
    “I understand that you would like to take advantage of the offer made by the land developer to sell your property,” a woman wearing a red sweater I’d never met said to Randall. “And I will admit that he made you a very nice offer, but I have absolutely no interest in selling my home no matter how much money is offered to me. I’m sorry that our homes are linked in this manner, but I really don’t see why I have to give up something I love just so you can take advantage of something you want.” 
 
    “It’s selfish folks like you who are making this harder than it needs to be,” a man wearing a dirty white t-shirt directed his comment toward the woman wearing the red sweater.  
 
    “I’m not greedy,” the woman wearing the red sweater said. “I am simply trying to keep what is mine.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just take a vote,” a man wearing a blue shirt, who I was pretty sure worked at a gas station out on the highway, suggested. “If the majority of the group votes to sell, everyone will sell, but if the majority of the group votes to walk away, we’ll all walk away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that won’t work for me,” my client said. “We all know that the majority of the families in the neighborhood have already signed contracts with the land developer. I really wish there was a way we could all get what we want. I don’t want to be the one to stand in the way of you all having what you want, but my home has been in my family for generations, and it isn’t going to be sold and torn down on my watch.” 
 
    With that announcement, the grumbling got louder. There were maybe eight men and five women standing in a circle. Based on comments that had been made, it seemed like a few of the men and women might be couples, so I didn’t think there were thirteen properties represented; probably more like eight or nine. But of those gathered, there seemed to be a good cross-section of opinions. I could see that things would only get more heated as the deadline approached. The tactic being deployed by the land developer was a good one. He could always change his mind if things didn’t go his way, but by setting a time limit, he had created a situation where those who wanted to sell could campaign for him while he just sat back and waited to see what would happen. My biggest fear at this point was that Randall, or someone equally as desperate as Randall, would do something to tip the scale in their direction. Of those represented in this grouping, my client and the woman wearing the red sweater appeared to be the residents who were most adamant about not selling. I knew at least a few others felt that way, although I wasn’t sure if any of them were represented here today.  
 
    “It seems to me that this arguing might all be for naught,” the woman wearing the red sweater said. “Now that Edna has passed, it’s likely that her property will be tied up in probate, rendering it ineligible for sale, at least for the immediate future.” 
 
    Edna owned property in the neighborhood? I hadn’t known that. I knew where she lived, and it certainly wasn’t in Dianna’s neighborhood, but that didn’t mean she didn’t own property there. I thought about the lists I’d made and was sure that her name hadn’t been on any of the lists. Perhaps Edna co-owned the property with someone, or she may have inherited it and never transferred the deed into her married name.  
 
    “It does seem as if her death might be an issue with the tight timeline the land developer has come up with,” a man I knew as Duncan, who worked for the local refuse company, jumped in. “I’m sure that Edna likely left a will, or perhaps even a trust, and I’m equally sure that the Gibson property will be divided amongst her children, but all of that will likely take a while.” 
 
    Gibson? I thought to myself. Edna’s married name had been Jenkins, and I was pretty sure that her maiden name had been Stafford. Where might the name Gibson have come into things? I’d need to look into it, but I didn’t want to call attention to myself by asking questions at this point, so I just continued to listen to what the others were saying. 
 
    “Edna was never going to sell anyway,” Randall said. “We all know that. I hate to say it because I really liked the woman, but if not for the November deadline, those who want to sell are essentially better off with her dead.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible thing to say,” a woman whose name I didn’t know but had seen around responded. 
 
    “I realize that it might be a terrible thing to say, but it’s true,” Randall stated. “Edna didn’t even live on the property Jules left her and should have been happy to cash out, but she was the first person to tell the land developer no when he made his initial offer. The woman had a stubborn streak. A real ornery sort who seemed to do what she did just to make a point.” The man pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and slipped one into his mouth, although he didn’t light it. “I bet those kids of hers will see things differently. If we can convince the land developer to give those of us who want to sell more time to bring the pig-headed holdouts around, we might be able to make this work.” 
 
    Of course, my client and the woman wearing the red sweater both took offense at the pig-headed remark, and a real battle between opposing sides broke out. At this point, there was just yelling and shouting, and then four-letter words began to fly, so I decided to step back a few feet and call Parker. I figured I’d ask her if she knew the situation relating to Edna and the ownership of the Gibson property. If she didn’t have the answer I was after, I guessed I could call Beverly, but at this point, I really hated to bother her. 
 
    “I hadn’t heard a thing about Edna owning property in the area, but I know who to ask. Are you in town?” Parker asked. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “My friend, Polly, works in the records department for the county, and she’ll have access to items such as land deeds. I could call her, but if we really want the details, it would probably be better for us to stop by and chat with her in person.” 
 
    “I can do that. Should I meet you at the county offices?” 
 
    “I’ll stop by your office and pick you up. I have a couple things that I need to finish up here, so maybe in half an hour.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. I’ll be ready.” 
 
    By the time I got off the phone with Parker, the group who had been yelling at each other just a minute earlier had begun to go their separate ways. Dianna had headed down the boardwalk in the opposite direction from my office, and it appeared she was in an intense conversation with the woman wearing the red sweater, so I decided to meet up with Parker, see what her friend had to say about Edna’s property, and then catch up with Dianna later.  
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    Polly Brunson was an outgoing woman who looked to be in her mid-forties. When Parker and I showed up for the meeting Parker had called ahead about, Polly was waiting with coffee and cookies. I had a feeling that a job working in records might not be the best fit for someone who was obviously extroverted. 
 
    “I’m so happy y’all decided to come by,” she greeted. “It gets mighty lonely around here.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” I said as Parker and I sat down at the table as Polly indicated we should.  
 
    “Parker mentioned that you’re both interested in the current ownership as well as the history of the Gibson property.”  
 
    “That’s right,” I said.  
 
    “I went ahead and pulled the records as far back as I have them, and it appears that the property has changed hands several times.” 
 
    Parker and I just waited for Polly to continue. 
 
    “The Gibson property was initially owned by a man named Thomas Gibson. When he passed, he left the property to his oldest son, Fred, who left the property to his eldest son, Everett. Everett married and had three sons, but, for some reason, Everett didn’t leave a last will and testament. His assets were divided equally between his sons since their mother had passed a few years prior to Everett’s death. Everett’s sons wanted to sell the property and divide the money they would get from the sale, so they sold the property to Jules Abbot. Jules married a much younger woman named Edna Stafford, the same Edna you knew as Edna Jenkins. Jules died shortly after their first anniversary, and Edna inherited the property that was owned by her husband. For reasons I’m unaware of, Edna never changed the name on the title, which still lists Jules Abbot as the owner. When she married Cole Jenkins, she moved into his home and has been renting out the property on the inlet ever since.” 
 
    “I had no idea that Edna had been married before she married Cole Jenkins,” I said. 
 
    “Since Edna’s union was so short-lived, she might not have talked about it,” Parker said. “Besides, it would have been a long time ago. She has adult children, so she would have married Cole Jenkins at least thirty years ago.” 
 
    “Jules Abbot died in nineteen-seventy-eight,” Polly said. “So yes, Edna and Jules were married quite a while ago.” 
 
    “It seems odd that the property is still referred to as the Gibson place when the Gibson heirs actually sold it, and it hasn’t been owned by a Gibson for a very long time,” I said. 
 
    Polly shrugged. “I think once a property has a name, it tends to stick.” 
 
    I glanced at Parker, who was frowning. I couldn’t help but wonder if she, like me, was wondering whether Edna was more likely to have been run off the road due to her victory at the polls or her ownership of a property that an out-of-town land developer seemed desperate to acquire.  
 
    “So what do you think?” I asked Parker after we left the county offices and headed back toward my office. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Parker admitted. “In my mind, the threat Edna presented to certain influential community members was substantial if she’d been sworn in as a town council member. In fact, I actually came up with a list of seven individuals who might have wanted her dead. Not that I’m saying any of them killed her. I’m not saying that at all, but I am saying that Edna was a driven woman with strong opinions, most of which weren’t shared by many folks in town with equally strong opinions. While I haven’t been able to come up with the name of a community member who might have gone so far as to run Edna off the road, I did think there might be something there. But this new information adds quite a few names to the list of potential suspects.” 
 
    “I know it seems as if Edna would be a strong holdout, even if she didn’t have an emotional attachment to the property the same as others such as my client do, and that as a holdout, she would be a threat to the land developer, who may or may not have resorted to illegal means to get what he wants, but the idea that Edna’s death will likely stall a sale, even if a sale is agreed upon by Edna’s heirs, should be a real concern.” 
 
    “Maybe whoever ran Edna off the road didn’t mean to kill her,” Parker suggested. “Edna hadn’t mentioned being approached by the land developer, but you know she had to have been. Maybe the land developer just wanted to send Edna a message, but things went wrong, and she ended up dead.” 
 
    I supposed that was a possibility. Of course, unless we found the person who hit Edna’s car and sent her hurdling toward the tree, I didn’t see how we would ever be able to prove that. In my mind, Edna as a political threat and Edna as a holdout property owner were both viable reasons for someone to want her out of the way. 
 
    “I have a couple more stories to submit for tomorrow’s edition,” Parker said as she pulled up in front of Ainsley Holloway Investigations to drop me off. “But if you come up with anything, call me. Otherwise, I’ll see you at the cottages this evening.”  
 
    “Actually, I agreed to help decorate for the haunted house tonight,” I informed my friend. 
 
    She groaned. “That’s right. I forgot all about that. Is it the last weekend in October already?” 
 
    I smiled. “Afraid so. I’m going to ride over with Jemma. Josie has a late shift at the Rambling Rose, so she won’t be able to help tonight, but she does plan to volunteer all weekend.” 
 
    “I’ll try to show if I can, but I can’t guarantee it,” Parker said. “I have a lot of writing to get done before I can log off for the day.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of help, so just do what you need to do. If you can make it, that’s great. If not, we’ll catch up tomorrow.” 
 
    Parker agreed to that and slowly pulled away from the curb. I headed toward my front door, pausing to push back a tear when I noticed the closed sign in the window of Then and Again. I really was going to miss my sometimes opinionated but always very well-intended friend. 
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    The haunted house was being held in the high school gym this year. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but I hadn’t anticipated someone would take the time required to set up a complete structure within the structure. The line would form at the door to the gym and then wind out across the basketball courts. I figured this would work fine as long as the weather held. After entering through the exterior door, those with a ticket would be escorted to the front door of a structure built to look like a real haunted house. I was pretty sure the entire haunted house that those who dared to walk through was limited to a single story, but someone had built a false front above the door, giving those who entered the feel of touring a two-story building.  
 
    Inside the exterior walls were small rooms that fed one into another. Some of the larger props, such as mechanical coffins and an authentic-looking guillotine, were already set in place. The detail-oriented work, however, such as adding bats to the rafters and very real-looking cobwebs, would be the job of the crew who had gathered this evening. 
 
    I’d ridden over with Jemma and Coop, and once we’d arrived, I’d run into Adam, so the four of us decided to team up and tackle the work assigned to us together.  
 
    “Whoever painted the symbol on the floor did a good job of coming up with a symbol that appears genuinely spooky,” I said as I grabbed Adam’s hand and pulled him along as we made our way to the room in the back, which we’d been assigned to decorate. 
 
    “In my opinion, the entire haunted house committee has outdone themselves this year,” Adam agreed. “It appears like it was a good idea to turn the high school students loose and let them come up with the basic blueprint for the evening. In the past, it has been a committee made up of adults who tackled Halloween, but why not let the local teens have a shot at it.” 
 
    I could see that Adam was even more pro-teen than he had been. It was nice that he was growing into his role as headmaster. I’d had doubts about the wisdom of his plan in the beginning, but I had to say that, so far, everything seemed to be working out about as well as it could have. 
 
    “Is Archie here?” I asked. 
 
    “Actually, Archie went with Hudson and Andi to pick up a ten-foot-tall Frankenstein for the front entry to the mansion. Apparently, Archie and the teens who aren’t going home have decided to celebrate Halloween with an in-house party of our own. You and the whole gang are invited, of course. Although they did decide to have the party on Halloween night.” 
 
    “I’m not busy, and I’d love to come. I’ll ask the others. Josie already mentioned that celebrating Halloween at your place would be fun.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Adam smiled. “If Remi’s back, invite him as well. I plan to call Sawyer, and I’m sure Tegan will invite Jackson if she plans to come. And, of course, Coop will come with Jemma. Is Josie dating anyone?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “If she wants to bring someone, she’s welcome to.” 
 
    “Will Hudson be there?” I asked, knowing Josie would unquestionably want to come alone if he was going to be there. 
 
    “He will. Andi plans to stay around next week too, although Gunther plans to go and visit a friend during his time off.” 
 
    “And Ruth and Moses?” 
 
    “They’ll be around. Ruth was working on party recipes with two of the boys, who, as it turns out, love to cook. I think Moses will likely stay in his cabin. I’m afraid he hasn’t welcomed the changes we’ve made. I’ve done what I can to ensure that Moses has his privacy and can work on the grounds when the boys are in class, so it’s not necessary to work around them, but unfortunately, Moses still doesn’t seem happy about things. I’m afraid he might decide to quit, but he has lived and worked on the estate for so long that I think he considers Archie and me to be his family. At this point, I’m just hoping that he can adjust to the changes.” 
 
    “It sounds as if you are really trying to consider his needs. I’m sure he knows that.” 
 
    Jemma came in looking for blacklight paint, which Adam had seen in another room. Adam volunteered to fetch it and take it to Coop, so Jemma agreed to stay and help me with the cobwebs.  
 
    “It looks like Archie, Adam, and the gang at the academy are planning to have a party on Halloween night. We’re all invited.” 
 
    “That sounds fun. I’ll ask Coop, but I don’t see why he wouldn’t want to go,” Jemma said. 
 
    “I told Adam I’d tell Josie and Tegan. Everyone is welcome to bring a date.” 
 
    “Will Hudson be there?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “Adam says yes.” 
 
    “Then I’m sure Josie will come alone. We should all carpool.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just rent a limo for us,” I said. “That way, no one has to drive. If everyone comes, that’s Tegan and Jackson, you and Coop, Parker and Sawyer, me and Josie, and probably Remi, although I haven’t asked him yet. That’s nine, so I guess I’ll try to reserve a limo for ten.” 
 
    “That would be fun.” Jemma smiled. “It’s nice to have rich friends.” 
 
    Remi texted just as Jemma and I were finishing up the cobwebs and had begun debating about the best way to hang the bats. He was on his way to Seattle and would be on the early ferry tomorrow. Remi assured me that being on time for the zombie duty he’d volunteered for wouldn’t be a problem but said that it was unlikely that he would see me before that since he needed to take care of a few things at his new store at the end of the bay. I texted back and asked him if he’d heard about Edna, and he replied with a question mark. Deciding that a fatal accident wasn’t something you told someone about via text, I explained to Jemma that there was a call that I needed to make and headed outside. 
 
    “What’s going on with Edna?” he asked. “Did she win the election and decide that her first official course of action will be to run me out of town?” 
 
    “No. Edna died, actually.” 
 
    “Died? What happened?” 
 
    I spent the next thirty minutes filling Remi in on the whole situation. Edna had been nothing but a burr under his saddle the entire time he’d known her, but I could tell by his voice’s tone that he was as shocked and outraged as the rest of us. I tried to fill him in on all the different theories floating around as to who might have run the woman off the road had it been intentional, which we didn’t actually know that it was at this point in time, and he promised to jump in and help with the investigation once he got back into town. I hadn’t been sure about Remi when I’d first met him, but it turned out that he was a genuinely good guy. 
 
    “Did you tell Remi about Edna?” Jemma asked me once I returned to my decorating duty. 
 
    “I did. Remi is as outraged as the rest of us.” 
 
    “Is he on his way home?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yes, Remi said he’ll be home in plenty of time to help with zombie duty tomorrow. Since Josie, Coop, Remi, you, and I have volunteered to be zombies this year, maybe we should all meet to put our makeup on together. We can have the guys come over to your place.” 
 
    “That seems like a good plan. Did you ever find out what Adam was doing?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what he’s doing, although I know he plans to volunteer. If he’s volunteered to be an actor and requires makeup, I’ll invite him to join us too.” 
 
    “It does make sense to help each other apply the makeup.” Jemma took a step back and looked around the room. “I have to say that I think this is going to work. The lights are on now, but once the overhead lights go off and there are only blacklights to show the way, I suspect this room will be rather terrifying.” 
 
    I agreed that was likely the case. “Are we supposed to do something with that coffin leaning upright on the wall? It seems as if there should be a body in there. Do we need to stuff one?” 
 
    “I actually think there’s going to be a live person in the coffin who will jump out at folks when they come into the room.” 
 
    “That should be fun, as long as we don’t give anyone a heart attack.” I stood back as well. “Since we’re done here, should we go find the guys? 
 
    “Let’s. I’m not sure where Coop and Adam ended up. I know they went for paint, but how long could that have taken.” 
 
    “I guess we can check with Veronica.” Veronica was a high school senior and the decorating committee chairperson. I had to hand it to the girl, who was definitely very well organized. When we arrived, she had assignments ready to hand out, and it appeared that everyone had been given detailed instructions, preventing the chaos that had predominated other decorating parties that I’d attended.  
 
    Coop and Adam had moved on to installing the sound system, so Jemma and I decided to tackle the wall paint. The instructions provided a general direction so that the house came together as the creator had imagined, but there was leeway to add details based on personal preference. Four high school students, armed with cans of fluorescent paint and wide paintbrushes, had been working in the room next to ours for a while now, and since I felt that I needed inspiration, I decided to see what they were doing. 
 
    “My mom says that we’re going to have to move during winter break,” a girl wearing a black sweatshirt with white lettering told her friends. “She said that although there have been some bumps along the way, there is no way the group she has been working with is going to let anyone get in the way of the deal she and others from the area have negotiated, so I should consider the move to be a done deal.”  
 
    I paused, pretending to study the unopen cans of paint. I couldn’t know with any degree of certainty that the girl lived in the neighborhood where Dianna lived, but I was willing to bet that was the case. 
 
    “My mom said that there is no way anyone is moving,” a girl wearing a bright orange crop sweater countered.  
 
    “How would you know?” the black sweatshirt girl asked. “You don’t even live in that neighborhood.” 
 
    “I know,” the orange sweater girl snapped back. “My mom works for the town, and she knows things.” 
 
    “Your mom is a file clerk,” a girl with long blond hair wearing a pink t-shirt pointed out. “I doubt she knows much about anything.” 
 
    Ouch. That was mean.  
 
    “If either of you thinks that Randall is going to let anyone get between him and the payout he’s been counting on, you’re as crazy as he is,” the black sweatshirt girl said. 
 
    “The guy is a nut job,” the orange sweater girl admitted. “I heard he once shot a man just because he wandered onto his property.” 
 
    “I heard about that,” the pink t-shirt girl said. “Randall didn’t kill the guy, but he put a bullet through his leg. Talk about a scary guy. I wouldn’t want to be the one to stand between him and what he wants.” 
 
    The fourth girl, who was wearing paint-spattered overalls, entered the conversation. To this point, she seemed to be the only one actually working. “Jimbo Valentine said that Randall has something big covered up in his barn. The barn is locked, so Jimbo couldn’t get close enough to take a peek, but he thinks Randall has the truck that hit Ms. Jenkins under that tarp.” 
 
    “If he thinks that, he should tell someone,” the pink t-shirt girl said. 
 
    “Are you kidding? Anyone who narcs on Randall is going to end up dead. The guy has no filter. If he sees you as a threat, he removes you from the equation one way or another. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    The girl wearing the black sweatshirt turned around, paintbrush in hand, and looked directly at me. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “Purple paint. All I can find is black and orange.” 
 
    “The purple is gone,” the girl informed me. “I think Veronica still has some red. Just use that.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” I said, stepping away from the cans I’d been pretending to sort through. “Thanks,” I said as I left the room. 
 
    If Randall had something hidden under a tarp in his barn, and if you knew me, then you knew that I would find out what it was he was hiding. 
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    When I returned to the room Jemma was still working in, I debated what to do. While I was eavesdropping on the teenage girls’ conversation in the room next to ours, Archie had called and asked Adam to help him with a life-size Mrs. Frankenstein he’d found to go with the ten-foot-tall Frankenstein he’d already arranged to pick up. Coop had his truck, so Coop and Adam left to help Archie. Jemma and I had driven over with Coop, so Adam had left the keys to his car with Jemma. The plan was for the four of us to meet up after we finished decorating the haunted house, and Coop and Adam delivered Mrs. Frankenstein to Archie at the mansion. Deciding to fill my friend in, I shared the conversation I’d overheard in the other room. 
 
    “Are you sure these kids know what they’re talking about?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “No, not at all, but I figure it won’t hurt to try to get a peek under that tarp.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just tell me that Randall shot a man he found trespassing on his property?” 
 
    “I did. I’m familiar with Randall’s barn. It’s located at the back of his property near the inlet. I plan to park down the block a bit, sneak through the wooded area, and then take a quick peek. If an item is hidden under a tarp, as the girl wearing the paint-spattered overalls said there was, we’ll call Deputy Todd.” 
 
    “Why not call him now?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “And tell him what? That I overheard a bunch of high school girls talking, and one of them said a friend told her he’d seen something. I highly doubt Todd will confront Randall over something like that. Besides, if Randall is hiding the truck, it’s unlikely he’ll cooperate, and Deputy Todd will need a warrant to get a peek.” 
 
    “This sounds dangerous,” Jemma said. 
 
    “It will be fine. I’ll be careful. You can act as my lookout.” 
 
    Jemma hesitated. “Maybe we should call Parker and see what she thinks. She seems to have an in with Todd. If she tells him about the tarp covering something in the barn, maybe Todd will check it out, and we can go home to our nice safe cottages where no one is likely to shoot at us.” 
 
    I supposed Jemma did have a point about being shot at. “Okay. Let’s call Parker and see what she thinks. If she thinks we should call Deputy Todd, that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Jemma agreed to my plan, so I called Parker, who’d just finished writing and submitting her articles and was already on her way to the decorating party. When I told Parker about the conversation I’d overheard, she made me promise to wait for her. Parker informed me that if any sleuthing was expected to ensue, she intended on being right there in the middle of it.  
 
    “I suggested to Ainsley that we call you about the item under the tarp in the barn because I figured you’d tell Deputy Todd, and he could check it out,” Jemma said to Parker as the three of us slowly walked through the dark forest an hour later.  
 
    “I don’t want to tell Todd anything until I have a chance to take a peek myself,” Parker responded. “I’m familiar with Randall’s barn. It has a big window that looks out over the inlet. All we need to do is stay in the trees until we reach his property, and then it’s just a quick jog between the forest and the barn.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much what Ainsley said. Personally, I think the two of you are nuts. If Randall hears or sees you, he might just shoot you.” 
 
    “He won’t see us,” Parker assured her. 
 
    We all paused when we reached the edge of the clearing that would need to be crossed in order to get to the barn. On the ride over, Jemma and I had decided that Parker and I would look at whatever might or might not be in the barn, and Jemma would stay safely hidden out of the line of fire, so she could call for help if necessary.  
 
    Luckily for us, it was a dark night without a hint of a moon to illuminate the open space that Parker and I planned to quickly run across. There was a light on in the back of Randall’s house, but the part of the house that faced both the long dirt drive and the barn was dark. I hoped that meant that Randall was engrossed in a television show and unlikely to notice that anything was going on near his barn. 
 
    “There is what looks to be a vehicle covered with a tarp,” Parker whispered after we both looked in through the window.  
 
    “It looks too small to be a truck,” I said. 
 
    Parker agreed. “I sure would like to get a peek beneath that tarp.” 
 
    “The girl at the decorating party said the door to the barn was kept locked.” 
 
    Parker stood up and took a second look through the window. “Maybe the little window at the back of the hayloft is unlocked.” 
 
    I stood up and looked in through the larger window on the inlet side again. There was a small window that was located high up on the wall that faced the house. “It might be unlocked, but it’s pretty high, and since it faces the house, it’s my opinion that it’s too risky.” 
 
    “Randall is likely watching TV at this time of the evening. He won’t be looking out the windows at the front of the house, so if we’re quiet, it’s unlikely that he’ll notice us,” Parker argued. “I’ll climb up. If the window is unlocked, I’ll look under the tarp, and if it isn’t, I’ll call Todd and let him deal with the situation.” 
 
    I wanted to suggest that we call Todd and not take the risk, but Parker took off toward the front of the barn before I could stop her. I held my breath as she pushed some tires under the window. She’d just stacked the third one on top of the first two she’d shifted into place when the porch light went on. I held my breath as Parker crouched down behind the tires. The man, as could have been predicted he would, had a rifle draped across his torso.  
 
    “Anyone there?” he called out. 
 
    I stood as completely still as possible. Fortunately, I was behind the barn, and the only way that Randall would see me was if he left the porch and approached the barn, but Parker was a sitting duck.  
 
    I watched in horror as the man took a few steps forward, stepping down from the porch to the dirt driveway. He appeared to be listening for whatever he’d heard that had sent him outdoors when his phone rang. He hesitated but eventually turned and headed back inside. As soon as he closed the door behind him, Parker hopped up onto the pile of tires and slipped through the window. Less than two minutes later, she slid out the window and motioned for me to follow her back to the wooded area. We both blew out a long breath of relief when we arrived at the location where we’d left Jemma to keep an eye out.  
 
    “That was close,” I said.  
 
    “Really close,” Parker agreed. “It was a good thing the phone rang when it did. I would have been toast if not for the interruption.” 
 
    “The call was from me,” Jemma said. “I could see you were in trouble, so I looked up the number for Randall’s landline and pretended to be a representative from the title company looking to confirm a few details relating to the offer he signed with the land developer.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said. 
 
    “The title company would be closed at this hour of the evening,” Parker pointed out.  
 
    “I know,” Jemma answered. “I thought of that after I started talking. I must have panicked, but since that was the first thing that came to mind, I went with it. Fortunately, Randall seemed to buy it, so I think we’re fine.” She glanced toward the house. “We need to get out of here before he decides to come out for a second look.” 
 
    Parker and I agreed, and then we headed through the woods toward the road where we’d left the cars.  
 
    “So, was there a truck under the tarp?” I asked as we walked. 
 
    “No, it was a Camaro. An old one. Red and not dark gray. It’s not the vehicle we’re looking for,” Parker informed us. 
 
    “I thought it looked too small to be a truck,” I said. “It’s too bad it wasn’t the truck. It did seem like a good lead.” 
 
    “It was a good lead,” Parker said. “Unfortunately, we’re back to square one at this point.” 
 
    When we got to the cars, I paused before climbing inside Adam’s car, which Jemma and I had used to meet Parker.  
 
    “Did you ever figure out which lot Edna owned?” I asked Parker. 
 
    “I looked it up, and it appears that after her first husband died and she inherited the house and the parcel of land, she continued to live on it until she met and married Cole Jenkins. After she moved in with Cole, she leased the house to a young couple named Clay and Camilla Stonewall. As far as I can tell, Clay and Camilla still live in the house.” 
 
    “That’s a long time to live in the same rental house,” I said. 
 
    Parker shrugged. “It is a pretty spot. I guess once they settled in, they didn’t want to move. I’m not sure why Edna didn’t just sell the house to them, but she never did. It did occur to me that it might be worth our while to have a discussion with them at some point. Not now, of course, since it’s late, but maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m game. Let’s go ahead and drive by the house now. As long as we’re in the area, I’d like to get a look at it.” 
 
    Jemma and I followed Parker, who had her own car. When Parker arrived at a pretty little house at the water’s edge, she slowed down and pulled over. A pretty little house, I realized, with a large moving van parked in the driveway. 
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    “So Edna had agreed to sell her property to the land developer?” Remi asked me the following day.  
 
    “That appears to be the case,” I answered. “Parker and I went back to the house this morning and spoke to the tenants, who said they’d decided to move out after almost a lifetime of living on the inlet in order to be closer to their children. I guess Edna didn’t want to deal with finding new tenants for the property, so when the land developer made her an offer she couldn’t refuse, she accepted it. On the one hand, I get it. Edna lived in the house with her first husband for a short amount of time. I have no idea what her relationship with her first husband was like, but I can understand why she may never have formed an emotional connection to the property. Once remarried, Edna moved out of her first husband’s house, moved into her second husband’s home, and leased her first husband’s house. The couple she leased to ended up staying there for over thirty years. Keeping the house had likely been the path of least resistance. It is a lovely home in a great location, and I imagine the offer Edna received would have made her a rich woman. She was getting on in years, and I know she and Beverly had talked about retirement. The chance to sell the house at a premium without having to deal with listing it, making repairs, and whatnot, would be attractive. On the other hand, having said all of that, Edna was very much anti-growth, so it doesn’t make sense that if she wanted to sell, she would sell to someone who was going to rip out the houses that make up the pretty little neighborhood in order to build high-end luxury condos.” 
 
    “I must admit that I’m shocked to hear that Edna sold the property,” Remi agreed. “Based on the conversation you overheard amongst her neighbors, it sounds like the others hadn’t realized that she had sold.” 
 
    I frowned. “That is odd. I want to speak to Beverly about it, but she’s in deep mourning, and I hate to bother her.” I paused and then continued. “I wonder when Edna signed the contract.” 
 
    “I suppose that might be something you could find out without too much trouble. Of course, since the land developer needs everyone to be on board for the deal to go through, he most likely hasn’t recorded the contracts anywhere. In that case, only he would know when each contract was signed.” 
 
    “I think I might dig around a little and see what I can find out. I’m not sure it really matters at this point, but I can’t help but feel as if something is going on that we’re all missing.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It just seems that there are all these events that don’t appear to be linked, yet still seem to be.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the house that burned down, the house that flooded, and the hit-and-run accident that killed Edna.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. It just seems odd that in a neighborhood of less than forty houses, three homeowners would be affected by tragedy in such a short amount of time. If Edna had sold, then I guess the part of the statement about it only being the homeowners who were holding out who were affected wouldn’t actually be true.” 
 
    “I find it odd that Edna, with her uncompromising zero-growth platform, would have signed a contract selling her property to a land developer. All you have at this point is the tenant’s word on this. It seems that you might want to try to track down some sort of proof that a contract between Edna and the land developer actually does exist.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m going to work on it. What time will you be back in town?” 
 
    “I’m coming across on the one-thirty ferry. Are we still meeting at Jemma and Josie’s place to get ready?” 
 
    “We are. Can you be there by four o’clock at the latest? I plan to head over around three-thirty.” 
 
    “I’ll be there. I’m really looking forward to this. I can’t remember the last time I did something special for Halloween.” 
 
    “It should be a good time. The haunted house is fun, and it will be worth your time to check out some of the other Halloween Festival events as well.” 
 
    After I hung up with Remi, I decided to call Parker and chat about possibly verifying that Edna had signed a contract with the land developer to sell her property. Just because the tenants thought a contract had been signed didn’t necessarily mean that Edna had gone through with it. It seemed possible that Edna had simply mentioned to her tenants that an offer had been made that she was considering and that they had jumped from the delivery of an offer to the acceptance without actually having proof that had occurred. 
 
    With this new development, it felt as if the property Edna owned could be behind the accident that seemed likely not to have been an accident at all, but no matter how I looked at it, that scenario didn’t make sense. If Edna had signed a contract, I didn’t see how running her off the road would help those hoping to hang onto their property. Even with the death of the signee, I assumed the contract would have been legally binding, but I didn’t know that with any degree of certainty. But even if Edna’s death had voided the contract, as we all suspected, her children would have likely sold the property anyway. They certainly had no reason that I could think of to want to keep it. 
 
    And then there was the scenario where the tenants were wrong about Edna agreeing to sell. If she had been a holdout, her death might lead to a situation where her heirs would sell, but even if they decided to do so, it would likely take months to sort out the estate in probate. Had stalling been the motive all along? 
 
    Of course, Edna might have left a trust, which would greatly simplify things. Perhaps I should call Beverly to see if she could provide answers to at least a few of my questions. Deciding to follow through with my idea and give Bev a call, I locked the door to my office and dialed her number. 
 
    “Hi, Beverly,” I said when she answered. “It’s Ainsley. I just wanted to check on you and see how you’re doing.” 
 
    “It’s been rough,” she said in a shaky voice. “But I think I’ve worked through my shock and have moved on to the dealing with things stage. My niece and nephews are taking it hard, but we’re all pulling together and getting things handled.” 
 
    I knew that Edna had three children, two boys and a girl. I was pretty sure that between the three children, there were six grandchildren as well. None of the children lived in Gooseberry Bay, so I assumed that any service, should the family plan on having one, would be elsewhere. Of course, no one had said as much, so I asked Bev, and she confirmed that to be the case. 
 
    “Have you heard anything more about who might have done this?” Bev asked.  
 
    “No. I’m afraid that so far, all the leads that have been generated have come up cold. I know that Deputy Todd is working on it, as Parker and I and the rest of the gang are, but we just aren’t finding the clues we need. I don’t suppose that anything has come to you.” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “I really have no idea who would have wanted my sister dead. Yes, she could be difficult, and she had strong opinions, which she wasn’t shy about sharing, but she was harmless. Why would someone kill her?” 
 
    I wished I knew. “Had you heard that Edna actually won the election?” 
 
    “No. I hadn’t heard. Good for Edna. She worked long hours on her campaign. It really is too bad she’ll never have the chance to try to implement some of her ideas.” 
 
    “Edna was a passionate woman. She will be missed.”  
 
    “She will be,” Bev said, her voice wavering. “We didn’t always see eye to eye, but I loved my sister. I’m uncertain about how I will continue to function without her.” 
 
    “I know how difficult it is to lose someone you depend on. If there is anything I can do for you, please ask.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that. For now, I guess it would be helpful if you would continue to keep an eye on the store until I’ve had a chance to decide what to do about it.” 
 
    “I have been and will continue to do so. And so far, everything is fine.” 
 
    I had intended to ask Beverly if she was thinking about selling Then and Again, but her comment let me know she wasn’t sure yet. Instead, I decided to ask about the property on the inlet that Edna owned. 
 
    “Edna inherited that house and parcel of land when her first husband died. I’m not sure that she really wanted the property, but it had value, so she found a tenant.” 
 
    “I understand the tenants were there for over thirty years.” 
 
    “Yes,” Beverly said. “They raised their children there, but now that the children are all married with children of their own, they decided to downsize and look for a condo to buy. I haven’t spoken to anyone since Edna first told me that her tenants had plans to move out, but I think they found a lovely place near Bellingham.” 
 
    “I understand that after learning that her tenants were moving out, Edna decided to sell the property to the land developer.”  
 
    “What? Who told you that? Edna wouldn’t sell her property to that leach. It is true that Edna was never very interested in the property, but if she did decide to sell, it wouldn’t be to someone who planned to rape the land.” 
 
    “It was actually the tenants who told me Edna had plans to sign with the land developer,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sure they are mistaken. Edna wouldn’t sell. If I were you, I’d ask to see the contract, and even then, I’m not sure I’d believe what I saw. Contracts can be forged when there’s no one around to say otherwise.” 
 
    Beverly was right when she said that the next thing to do was to try to get a look at the contract. And even if a contract existed, given Edna’s passionate anti-growth stance, it seemed that taking the time to authenticate the contract might be a worthwhile thing to do. 
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    Who knew that layering on globs of very thick makeup could be so much fun. After Parker’s comment about it taking forever to wash the darn stuff off, I’d been dreading the application, but Jemma, Josie, Coop, Remi, and I were having the best time trying to outdo the others in the spooky and gross departments. 
 
    “It really does look as if your face is about to peel right off,” I said, directing my comment to Remi.  
 
    He glanced at his reflection in the mirror. “I did manage to create an authentic look, if I do say so myself.” He glanced at me. “I’m afraid that you are too pretty, even with the undead ‘I’ll eat your face’ vibe you seem to be trying for.” 
 
    I put a hand on my cheek. “I’m not sure how to respond to that. Should I be flattered that you called me pretty or offended that you don’t think my makeup job is believable?” 
 
    “I think you look pretty gross and disgusting,” Josie said. 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at my friend. “You look pretty terrifying as well.” 
 
    Coop walked in from the bathroom, which had Kai growling. 
 
    “It’s just me, buddy.” He held out a hand, and Kai’s tail started to wag.  
 
    “I think we all look exactly like the part we were tasked with creating,” Jemma said. “It took a lot longer to apply the makeup than I thought it would, and I’m sure it will take forever to wash off at the end of the evening, but so far, I’m having a blast.” 
 
    “Maybe we should all just come back here at the end of the evening,” Josie suggested. “We can wash up and then share a couple bottles of wine. I have ingredients for some quick-to-make appetizers. We can toast a job well done.” 
 
    Everyone agreed to Josie’s plan. It had been a tough week, and a little downtime amongst friends really was what we all needed. 
 
    “I know Parker and Sawyer are on ticket booth duty,” Josie said. “We can invite them as well. What about Adam? Is he helping out?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what he’s doing,” I answered. “Adam did say that he had plans to volunteer this weekend, but he never said where he’d been assigned.” 
 
    “I know that Tegan and Jackson are on snack bar duty, so let’s be sure to invite them to stop by,” Jemma said. “If we see Adam, we can invite him as well.” 
 
    “And if Hudson happens to be with Adam, then we’ll naturally invite him,” Josie said with a huge grin. 
 
    “Of course.” Jemma smiled.  
 
    “So, is the Halloween party at Adam’s place a sure thing?” Parker asked. 
 
    “It is,” I answered. “And the limo to whisk us all to the event has been ordered and paid for.” 
 
    “As I’ve said before, having rich friends certainly is nice.” Josie laughed.  
 
    Jemma agreed with Josie’s declaration, and everyone headed to the parking area. Since all of us would be returning to the cottage after our volunteer duty ended for the evening, we all piled into Remi’s full-size SUV. I’d left Kai and Kallie with Stefan and Damon and knew they’d be fine until we returned.  
 
    When we arrived at the high school, we found Tegan and Jackson behind the snack bar counter, putting the supplies they’d need in place. 
 
    “You look genuinely disgusting,” Jackson announced, seeming to have directed his comment to the group of us. 
 
    “Thank you. We tried,” Josie said. “I will admit, however, that I’m beginning to wish I’d given this a bit more thought. This makeup is beginning to itch. A makeup-free volunteer duty such as working in the snack bar is beginning to look pretty nice.” 
 
    “Just wait until we start the grill, and we have grease to deal with,” Jackson said. 
 
    “The grill?” Josie asked. “Are you doing burgers?” 
 
    “Burgers, brats, and kabobs,” he answered. 
 
    “I had no idea the committee had decided to go all out,” I said. “I was picturing popcorn and candy bars.” 
 
    “The haunted house and food court is the hub of the Halloween Festival, so we’re doing a full menu, including meat from the grill, corn on the cob, nachos, corn dogs, and, of course, candy and popcorn, as well as caramel apples, apple tarts, and other seasonal favorites,” Tegan informed us. 
 
    “It all sounds wonderful,” Jemma said. “Of course, now I’m hungry and wishing I would have eaten before heading over.” 
 
    “You’ll be glad you don’t have a full stomach when you’re running around in the hot and stuffy enclosed rooms the students so artfully created to enhance the chill factor,” I said. 
 
    Jemma agreed that was most likely the case. 
 
    I noticed the volunteer coordinator chatting with a group of vampires near the ticket booth, so I suggested to the others that we head in that direction. She thoroughly explained what she wanted us to do and then assigned us each to our own room or area of the haunted house. When I arrived at my designated room, I found a man I knew only as Gavin, dressed as a vampire, and an enormous hairy werewolf, who, under the mask, turned out to be Adam. 
 
    “You must have worked out your assignment,” I said after Adam removed his head and made himself known. 
 
    “I figured this was better than a costume that would require a lot of makeup, but I didn’t realize how hot it would be.” 
 
    “It is sort of stuffy in here,” I agreed. 
 
    “I suggested to the event coordinator that she might want to run some fresh air through the air-conditioning vents. I’m not sure that running the AC will be necessary, although, once we start running groups of people through these rooms, it will be even hotter than it is now.”  
 
    “I’m hoping they start soon. There was already a long line out the door. It would be great if we could get everyone through and be able to shut down at nine, as promised. The gang and I are doing wine and appetizers at Jemma and Josie’s when we’re done, and you are invited if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I am interested. Andi is with me. She’s dressed as a banshee.” 
 
    “That’s perfect. Bring Andi along.” 
 
    “I’ll check with her when we’re done here. Archie and Hudson are up the street working the kiddie carnival, so I’ll invite them as well if that’s okay.” 
 
    “The more, the merrier.” 
 
    The next few hours were a blast. There was a point when I honestly thought I would pass out due to the heat, but then someone managed to get the AC on, and the little rooms cooled down to something almost pleasant. Once the haunted house had officially closed for the evening and all of those who’d bought tickets had made their way through, the overhead lights came on, those who’d volunteered to clean went to work, and those of us who’d been asked to take on monster roles were released to go home. 
 
    The haunted house ran Friday night, all day Saturday, Saturday night, and all day Sunday. Jemma, Josie, Coop, and I volunteered for Friday and Saturday nights. I wasn’t sure what sort of commitment Remi, Adam, Tegan, and Jackson had made. Parker had shown up with her boss, Sawyer, to work the ticket booth after those of us who’d dressed up had already gone to find our assigned rooms. Parker and Sawyer had already left by the time we were finally released to go home, so I texted Parker and told her about the get-together. She texted back that she and Sawyer needed to make a stop but that they’d try to come by after that. 
 
    “I’m going to run over to my cottage and take a quick shower,” I announced to the group.  
 
    “I think I’ll head to my cottage as well,” Coop said.  
 
    Tegan and Jackson didn’t have makeup on, so Tegan offered to let Remi use her bathroom to wash his costume off.  
 
    By the time we made it back to Jemma and Josie’s, it was after ten. Late for dinner, yet even though our volunteer gig had been physically demanding, I was all wound up. Josie and Tegan were working on the appetizers in the kitchen while Jemma poured wine. I’d brought several bottles from the stash my uncle, Warren, had sent me, and everyone was excited to try them. 
 
    “So, are Archie and Hudson going to stop by?” Josie asked Adam. 
 
    “They said they would.” He frowned. “They should have been finished by now. I’m not sure why they aren’t already here.” He took his cell phone out. “I’ll text them.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, Adam’s cell phone dinged, letting him know he had a text.  
 
    “It’s Archie,” Adam said. “Apparently, something happened near the park where the kiddie carnival is set up, and traffic along Main has been stopped. He said that he might turn around and try to take the backroad past the high school, but from where he’s sitting, it looks like that road is pretty backed up as well.” 
 
    “I wonder what is going on,” Josie said. 
 
    “I hope there wasn’t an accident,” Jemma said. 
 
    “Or even worse, a car meets pedestrian situation,” Tegan added. 
 
    “With the boardwalk and the carnival, there will be a lot of kids running around,” Remi said. “And folks do tend to drive too fast through that area.” 
 
    “Whatever happened must have happened after we left to come to the peninsula,” Adam pointed out.  
 
    “Parker might know what’s going on,” I said. “She always knows what’s going on. I’ll text her.” 
 
    When I got ahold of Parker, she informed me that Sawyer had wanted to stop by the newspaper to pick up some files before they headed out to the peninsula, and they just happened to be driving past the pumpkin vendor on the boardwalk when Randall Erwich and another man got into a fist fight. The man Randall was fighting with chased him into the street, and Randall was hit by a car. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I texted back. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Parker texted. “He’s alive and conscious. The ambulance is here now. Sawyer and I are going to follow up on this. Once we talk to Deputy Todd, we plan to head to the hospital to check on Randall. We probably won’t make it to the peninsula in time for the get-together.” 
 
    “I totally understand,” I texted back. “If you find out anything more about the situation, call me. Randall can be a cranky old guy, but I hope he’s okay.” 
 
    “Okay,” Parker texted. “I have to go, but I’ll call you later.” 
 
    I looked up from my cell phone. “Randall Erwich was hit by a car.” I then proceeded to share what Parker had told me, which wasn’t a lot.  
 
    “I wonder who he was fighting with,” Remi said. 
 
    “The feud between those in the neighborhood where Randall lives who want to sell their property to the land developer and those who don’t want to sell has really heated up,” Adam said. “When I was in town earlier, I ran into Patience Covington, who told me that four lawsuits have been filed between neighbors on opposing sides in the past week. Patience also said that the deadline the land developer set has those desperate to sell taking desperate actions. Someone spray painted all sorts of threatening messages on Lola Fisher’s garage door, and Bianca Fallon’s bakery was broken into for the second time.” 
 
    “Bakery? Are you talking about the bakery with the raccoons?” 
 
    Adam nodded. “The first time the bakery was vandalized, it was determined that raccoons were intentionally introduced once the place was broken into. And then Patience shared that Bianca told her that someone had broken in a second time and vandalized the place. This time, the vandal left a note telling her to sell or face the consequences.” 
 
    “This entire situation is getting totally out of hand,” I said. “While I can’t say for sure that the fire that burned down the Venway home was intentionally set to send a message to the holdouts, it is beginning to look that way.” 
 
    “Have you found new information to support that idea?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “Not really. While I have been looking into it and have theories and ideas, I will admit that I am no closer to proving that the fire at the Venway home was intentionally set than I was when Dianna Long first hired me. I can say that I understand why Dianna might feel the way she does. I know that the idea that someone would burn down the home of their neighbor only to cash in on what they consider to be a sweet deal seems unlikely, but the more I look into things, the clearer it becomes to me that some of the folks who live out there might be willing to do whatever it takes to either sell their property or keep their property, whichever viewpoint they may hold.”  
 
    “It’ll be tough to do much with that idea without proof,” Adam said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I huffed out a breath. “I agree, and while I don’t have proof, I did talk to a neighbor who told me that she’d seen the Ketterman twins hanging around the Venway home on the day it burnt to the ground. She said that each twin wore a backpack even though it wasn’t a school day, and they didn’t seem to be fishing or heading out on a long hike. The neighbor said the whole thing looked suspect, but let’s be honest, the kids live in that neighborhood, so there are likely dozens of reasons they may have been seen in the area near the Venway home.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with the Ketterman family,” Adam said.  
 
    “The Ketterman family lives two lots down from the burnt-out house,” I informed him. “The Kettermans were one of the first families to sign with the land developer, and both Joan and Jason Ketterman have been very vocal about their neighbors getting on board. In fact, the couple has been largely responsible for organizing the others who signed contracts to put pressure on those who haven’t.” 
 
    “So are you saying that the Ketterman twins started the fire?” Remi asked. 
 
    “No. I’m not saying that exactly, but the Ketterman twins are known in the area as troublemakers, and it does seem odd that they were on the Venway property wearing backpacks and sneaking around just hours before the house burnt to the ground.” 
 
    “So it does sound as if you think these kids might have been responsible for the fire,” Remi insisted. 
 
    “Yes, I guess I do think that it’s a possibility.” 
 
    “When I spoke to Bianca a few days ago about the raccoon incident, she mentioned she suspected that it might have been the Ketterman twins who locked the raccoons in her bakery the first time it was broken into,” Josie informed us.  
 
    “If someone from the neighborhood is responsible for these acts of vandalism, then I think we need to figure out who this someone might be,” Remi said. “It seems to me that, at this point, it’s important to determine whether or not the land developer is in on this. If he is, he should be prosecuted, but if he’s not, one would think the man would be eager to clear his name.” 
 
    “You’d think,” Josie agreed. 
 
    “Being new to the area, I’m unfamiliar with the players. Who all is left who hasn’t as of yet signed with the land developer?” Remi asked. 
 
    I answered. “My client, Dianna Long, and her husband, Cliff, Bianca Fallon from the bakery, Lola Fisher and her husband, Mark, and Margaret Wooley, the woman who saw the Kitterman twins sneaking around. There was another woman in the group I overheard discussing the situation. I can tell you that the woman was wearing a red sweater and seemed adamant that she would never sell, but I didn’t catch her name. Additionally, I guess Edna owned property, or at least she was heir to property owned by her first husband.” 
 
    “Edna had a first husband?” Josie asked. 
 
    I took a minute to catch everyone up on the Gibson property and the history of the property’s ownership.  
 
    “So, was Edna one of the holdouts?” Remi asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I overheard a group from the neighborhood talking, and they seemed to think that Edna hadn’t and wouldn’t sell. But then I spoke to her tenants, and they seemed to think that Edna had agreed to sell. I called and spoke to Bev, who confirmed what I’d found out about Edna’s first husband and the history of the property, and Bev swore that Edna would never sell, especially not to a land developer. I’m inclined to believe she would have fought this land developer tooth and nail, but since she isn’t here to ask, I guess all I can do is try to see if a contract exists. Bev suggested that even if the land developer produces a contract, I should authenticate it. Bev seemed certain that if Edna had decided to sell the property, she would have disposed of it in a different manner.” 
 
    “So it sounds as if we need to track down a copy of the contract if, in fact, one does exist,” Jemma said. 
 
    “That’s one of the items on my list, along with identifying the dark gray Ford that ran Edna off the road, proving whether or not the Venway home was destroyed due to arson, and likewise deciding if the Norris home was flooded due to old pipes or cut pipes.” 
 
    “Have all of the residents who have held out and not signed with the land developer been targeted with acts of violence or vandalism?” Adam asked. 
 
    I slowly shook my head. “As far as I know, my client, Dianna Long, hasn’t been the victim of an act of violence or vandalism, and I’m pretty sure that Margaret Wooley has also gone unscathed to this point. I’m not sure about the woman wearing the red sweater. I need to find out her name. I imagine that I can get it from Dianna. As far as I know, everyone else who verbalized their intent not to sell has suffered some sort of tragedy or, at the very least, an inconvenience.” 
 
    “I will admit that I don’t know any of these people, nor do I know much about the land developer who is looking to build, but my money is on one of the neighbors as being the person behind the fire, flood, raccoons, graffiti, and perhaps even Edna’s accident, rather than the land developer,” Remi said. “The land developer might be benefiting from the actions of this individual and therefore wouldn’t be inclined to try to stop him or her, but I can’t see him risking time in federal prison over a parcel of land. Not even a really nice parcel of land. If this deal doesn’t work out, the land developer can cut his losses and move on, but if the deal doesn’t work out for those who want to sell, then it’s likely they may never get as good a deal from anyone else in the future.”  
 
    Remi was right. It was more likely that if there was a person or persons behind all of this, it was someone who wanted to sell and not the land developer. 
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    Parker and Sawyer eventually showed up last night with the news that Randall had been in an altercation with Ned Norris after Ned accused Randall of intentionally flooding his home. The fight had migrated into the street when Randall tried to run away from the conflict, which resulted in him being hit by a car. According to Parker, Randall would be fine. He had some scrapes and bruises to go with his broken arm, but he hadn’t suffered any life-changing injuries. 
 
    I knew that Ned Norris had initially been a holdout in the land developer’s drive to buy up all the property, but after the broken pipe caused his home to flood, he’d been convinced to go ahead and sell rather than deal with the repairs. The fact that Ned had agreed to sell seemed to have put him on the same side of the conflict as Randall, who was a dominant force on the pro-sale side of the neighborhood dispute. I wasn’t sure what had led to the fisticuffs between Ned and Randall if they were indeed on the same side of the conflict, but Ned may have ended up signing under duress, and if he’d found out that Randall had been instrumental in the damage to his house, he may have decided to lash out. 
 
    While I really did want to find the answers Dianna seemed to be after, and while it broke my heart that the conflict had grown into a local war in an area that had once been known as a friendly neighborhood filled with folks who watched out for each other’s kids, what I really wanted to figure out more than anything was what had happened on the night Edna had died. Had someone intentionally rammed into her and sent her off the road and into a tree? That was my personal theory. And if this is what had occurred, who’d done it and why? Had the person who’d murdered this feisty and opinionated but still oh-so-sweet woman killed her because of her political viewpoints, or had they killed her because she hadn’t actually signed with the land developer and was, therefore, standing between the killer and what the killer wanted? 
 
    My mission for today was three-fold. First, I intended to figure out whether there was a contract between Edna and the land developer, as her tenants seemed to think there was. And if there was a contract, I would need to figure out whether the contract was legitimate or a forgery, as Beverly suspected.  
 
    My second goal was to figure out who was behind the vandalism that occurred to the property of those neighbors who had declined to sell. At this point, I honestly had no idea whether the house fire on the Venway property was arson or faulty wiring, and I had no way of knowing whether or not the broken pipe that had flooded the Norris home had been caused by human intervention or lack of maintenance. But the vandalism at the bakery and the graffiti on Lola Fisher’s garage door had obviously resulted from human participation. Adam said that, according to Patience Covington, Bianca Fallon suspected that the Ketterman twins were behind the raccoons who had basically destroyed her bakery. While it didn’t sound as if she had any proof of this, Bianca had also shared her suspicion of the Ketterman twin’s involvement with Josie, so I decided that it was my job to find something that would confirm her theory one way or the other. 
 
    And last but certainly not least, my ultimate goal was to figure out who killed sweet Edna. I felt I had two strong motives, the election and the land deal. Now, I just needed to figure out which of the two motives had a strong enough pull to lure someone into sending the woman off the road and toward her death. 
 
    Of course, the time I had to work on this today was limited since tonight was my second shift at the haunted house. As we had the previous evening, those of us who needed to dress up as zombies agreed to meet at the roommates’ cottage before our shift began in order to help each other with our makeup. I had to admit that completing our volunteer duty as a group really made it a lot more fun than it otherwise would have been. 
 
    My first stop was the roommates’ cottage. In the past, I’d found that talking through my ideas and exploring my roadblocks before jumping right in was usually quite helpful. This step seemed to be a critical one if I was going to be successful in my quest to track down the contract, should it exist, between Edna and the land developer. 
 
    “As we’ve discussed before, if the contract only exists as an offer at this point, then it probably isn’t recorded anywhere,” Jemma said after I shared what was on my mind. “I think it would likely be a waste of time to hack into the county property records or to access title or escrow information since I doubt that any of that exists. We could try to hack into the land developer’s system. If we are able to gain access to the files he has on his hard drive, we might be able to gather information for each property he’s obtained signatures for, and if we’re lucky, there will be a scanned copy of said contracts. The problem with doing this is that I don’t have enough information to get started.” 
 
    “I know the land developer is based in Los Angeles,” I said. “I know the name of the land development company is Rising Star Enterprises. The company’s owner is Daniel Davis, and the representative who has been running around town trying to get Gooseberry Bay locals to sign contracts is Clint Potterville. I recently found out that none of the families in the neighborhood initially trusted Clint Potterville, but then he somehow managed to convince the Kettermans, the Grossmans, and Randall Erwich to sign. Once these three residents had contracts, they seemed to have stepped in and taken on the responsibility of getting the others to sign. According to Dianna, who I spoke to on the phone this morning, she seems to think that one or possibly all three of the first families to sign were offered bonuses if they could get all the other property owners on board. Dianna said that Randall seems to believe that if he is abrasive enough, those around him will give in and sign just to get him off their back. Dianna also said she wouldn’t be surprised to find out that the Ketterman twins were behind the fire, the flood, and the vandalism, likely with their parent’s blessing. Irma Grossman is dedicated to getting the signatures the land developer needs, but she has taken more of a ‘tea and cookies’ approach.” 
 
    “She’s been inviting everyone over for tea and cookies and then giving them the hard sell?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “Basically. And it’s not all tea and cookies. There have been backyard cookouts and semi-formal dinner parties as well.”  
 
    Jemma paused before responding. She eventually commented about the tide and how it had likely turned now that the number of holdouts had dwindled. Even if they stuck to their guns and refused to sell, all they really had to look forward to was living in a community of previous friends who now hated them for keeping them from getting the buyouts they wanted.  
 
    “It is a sad situation,” I agreed. “When I was chatting with Dianna this morning, she shared how the neighbors used to all get together at Christmas for caroling and open houses and how the neighbors on either side of her were more like family than the family she had been born into, yet neither was even speaking to her after getting their offer. I really feel bad for her. The close-knit community she is trying to hang onto no longer exists. It never will again. I hate to say it since I’m not one to give in to pressure from big business, but at this point, the unfortunate reality is that her best choice is to sell and try to start over somewhere else.” 
 
    “I guess it is true that however this turns out, there really will be no going back to the way things were.” 
 
    I hoped that nothing ever happened to the family who existed on the peninsula. I felt closer to the people I shared my space with than anyone in my life, with the exception of my father. I loved my sister, but in a way, I barely knew her. Now that my dad was dead, Jemma, Josie, Coop, Parker, and Tegan were the only family I had. I cherished every moment with them and prayed what we had would never end. Ultimately, I supposed there must be an ending for every beginning, so maybe a better wish would be that the ending I feared would take a long time to arrive.  
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    Jemma and I had chatted for over an hour, kicking around ideas, but she had a Zoom call with one of her clients and his team, and she expected to be tied up for at least two hours, so I thanked her for her time and headed to my office. Dianna had told me that after their home flooded, Ned Norris and his wife, Nancy, had decided to accept the land developer’s offer, but that it seemed Nancy felt sympathy rather than anger toward those she knew were desperately trying to hang onto their property. Dianna suggested I might want to speak to her if I wanted some insight about the process the land developer’s representative had gone through to get them to sign. Dianna felt that Nancy would be straight with me without the defensive maneuvering that would be utilized by many of the others. 
 
    When we last spoke, Dianna gave Nancy’s number to me and shared that the family was living in a small weekly motel south of town while they waited for the cash from the buyout they hoped would materialize. I called Nancy and asked if she would be willing to meet for lunch, and she responded that she’d be delighted. I suggested we meet at the Rambling Rose at noon, and she enthusiastically agreed. 
 
    Once I’d introduced myself to Nancy, she jumped right in. It seemed she had some pent-up frustration that she needed to vent, so I decided to sit back and let her have her say.  
 
    “I know that waiting to see what’s going to happen with our buyout offer before we attempt to find permanent lodging makes sense, but I’m so tired of living in that small weekly rental. If things are delayed past November fifteenth, I’ll probably try to persuade Ned to take out a loan so we can get a bigger place.” 
 
    “In the event that the holdouts continue to do so, and the contracts are voided, is fixing your home on the inlet unreasonable?” I asked. 
 
    She furrowed her brow and puckered her lips. “Unfortunately, living on the inlet made flood insurance simply unaffordable. If we suffered a flood, Ned and I thought the water would come from the inlet, so we weren’t overly concerned. Our property is elevated, and the likelihood of a flood extreme enough to affect our home was unlikely, so Ned and I decided to take the risk and skip the special high-risk policy. Unfortunately, we hadn’t realized that by declining to pay the extremely high premium that would have been required to include coverage for water damage, we specifically excluded it from the homeowner’s insurance policy. In a nutshell, our insurance won’t cover the damage created by the broken pipe.” She laughed. “Interestingly, the policy will pay for the pipe to be fixed; it just won’t cover the damage caused by the water.” She took in a shaky breath. “I’m afraid that our only viable option is to sell and try to start over somewhere else.” 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened to you. It must be hard having to leave a home you’ve lived in for so long.” 
 
    “Yes and no. I love my home, and there was a time not all that long ago when I loved my neighbors and neighborhood. We were a real family there on the inlet, but there’s so much infighting now that even if I wasn’t being forced to move, I think I’d still want to. It just breaks my heart to see the family break up the way it has, but I’m afraid that no matter how this feud works out, the relationships that once meant the world to us will be forever damaged.” 
 
    The situation really was sad. And I suspected that Nancy was right. It was unlikely that the relationships damaged as friends and neighbors jockeyed for the best position would ever be repaired, not even once the conflict had been resolved one way or the other. 
 
    “I understand that the land developer had offered you a cash buyout before the water damage to your home,” I said. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. In the beginning, a man and woman came around and made offers to every homeowner in the area. Most weren’t interested at that point, and the representatives from the firm were told to find another location for their fancy new condo complex, but for reasons I’m not sure of, both Randall Erwich and the Ketterman family decided to sell. Shortly after they signed, Ike and Irma Grossman decided to sign too. It seems that a handful of families decided to jump on the wagon train at that point. I remember being told by Irma that those families who signed early would receive a bonus and that those homeowners who waited would miss out, but at that point, I really wasn’t interested in moving, so I politely told Irma that I wasn’t interested even when she tried to get a special signing bonus for me if I signed that day.” 
 
    “And then?” I asked. 
 
    “And then Ned and I went on a vacation, and while we were gone, the entire house was flooded when a pipe in the attic broke. Talk about bad timing. If we’d been home when the pipe broke, we could have turned the water off and hired a plumber to repair the pipe before any real damage was done to the house. Unfortunately, the way things worked out was that water gushed into the house for almost three days before anyone noticed. I’m afraid the damage is extensive.” 
 
    “So once you realized that your home was going to cost more to repair than you felt you could manage, you decided to sell to the land developer,” I confirmed. 
 
    She nodded. “We really had little choice at that point. The house is paid for, so I suppose we could have taken out a loan secured by the home, but as I said before, by this point, the fighting between neighbors had gotten to the point where my peaceful and serene living situation no longer seemed quite so peaceful and serene. It made sense for us to sell, take the cash, and rebuild in another area.” 
 
    “Did you ever feel threatened during the negotiation process?” I asked. 
 
    “By the land developer’s representative, no. There was pressure from the neighbors who had signed and wanted everyone else to get on board, so they could get their payout. I need folks like Dianna Long and her husband to sell in order to get the cash I need to rebuild, but I do feel sorry for her. I understand how Dianna feels, and at the base of things, I honestly don’t think she should be forced to sell. The way the land developer has packaged the deal as an all-or-nothing thing isn’t right. I’m not sure I’d even want to live in the middle of a fancy condo complex, but it seems as if things could have been designed where those folks who are truly dead set against selling could keep their property while the rest of us could take the cash that is being offered.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that a luxury development would work without a complete buyout of the land, but that wasn’t the point of this conversation, so I decided to continue.  
 
    “Is it true that at this point, only five or six families remain who haven’t signed contracts?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Names that come to mind are Dianna and Cliff Long, Bianca Fallon, Mark and Lola Fisher, Margaret Wooley, and another woman whose name I didn’t catch. Additionally, I guess Edna Jenkins owned property, or at least she was heir to property owned by her first husband.” 
 
    “The woman whose name you didn’t catch must be Glory Steinmetz. Glory and her husband, Ron, have been staunch advocates for keeping land developers at bay. I know it only takes one holdout, but in the end, I think folks like Glory and Ron and Dianna and Cliff will end up selling.” 
 
    “Do you think the others will give in?” I asked. 
 
    “Some already have. I heard that Edna signed a contract to sell just hours before she died, and after the fiasco at the bakery, Bianca Fallon decided to give in as well.” She took a sip of her tea. “I get it. That bakery is Bianca’s livelihood. I think she realized that her bad luck at the bakery was most likely caused by her decision not to sell her property on the inlet.” 
 
    “Which just leaves Dianna and Cliff, Mark and Lola, Margaret Wooley, and Glory and Ron.” 
 
    “I spoke to Margaret, and she told me she plans to sell. She is convinced that everything that has occurred, including my broken pipe and the fire at the Venway home, is the result of someone, likely the Ketterman twins, tampering with the property of the folks who refuse to get on board. Margaret is afraid that someone will end up being hurt, and she doesn’t want that someone to be her, so she has made plans to sign the contract and then go and live with her daughter until this whole thing is over.” 
 
    “You said that Edna signed a contract with the land developer just hours before her accident. Do you know this for a fact? Did Edna tell you that she signed?” 
 
    She paused and then answered. “Well, no. Edna’s tenant, Camilla Stonewall, was the one who actually told me that she spoke to Edna about her timeline for vacating the property Edna owned on election day. Camilla also said that Edna had informed her that she’d decided to sell and was actually on her way to meet with the land developer after she stopped by the estate sale she’d planned to attend.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite ready to suggest that there was something odd going on with Edna’s tenant, but it did seem coincidental that the couple decided to move out of the area at the exact same time a land developer from out of the area had decided to come into town and redevelop this large parcel of prime real estate.  
 
    “What do you think about the timeline introduced by the land developer?” I asked. 
 
    She paused briefly before answering. “I really would like to wrap this up and get on with my life. I assume the land developer might think that by introducing a timeline, those who want to sell will kick up the pressure a notch or two to convince the holdouts to get on board. I’ve decided to stay out of it and deal with whatever outcome develops, but there have been emails and meetings amongst the homeowners who have signed and want their cash. I think that those who are holding out are in for a whole lot of hurt.” 
 
    “Hurt?” I asked. “Do you have reason to believe that the handful of individuals still holding out are actually putting themselves in harm’s way?” 
 
    She shrugged. “As I said, I’m staying out of it, but if you ask me, the majority of the group who want the sale to go through are going to do whatever they need to do to ensure that they end up with the payout the land developer has promised.” 
 
    I wondered if Deputy Todd was aware of these emails and meetings. I wasn’t sure there was anything he could do about any of it. Folks had the right to meet, and they had the right to discuss whatever they felt was necessary to discuss. Unless someone took definitive action that brought harm to another, the feud that was going on really wasn’t a police matter. Of course, if it could be proven that the fire at Bob and Becky’s home, the broken pipe at Ned and Nancy’s home, and even Edna’s accident were in some way related to the land deal, then Deputy Todd would have every reason to be involved. 
 
    Once our food was delivered, the topic of conversation naturally segued to the season and the upcoming holiday. I appreciated the fact that Nancy had been willing to speak to me, but I wasn’t sure I knew much more after our conversation than I’d known before. As Nancy and I walked to our cars after lunch, Nancy said something that I felt might actually provide a new lead for me to follow up on. 
 
    “You know, if you want to know more about Edna’s decision to sell her property, you might want to talk to Willetta Brown,” Nancy said. “Willetta is an attorney I know Edna used in the past. She was the one who helped Bev and Edna set up their business, and I know she deals with such things as deeds and licenses. I’m not an attorney, but if Edna wanted to sell the property she inherited from her first husband, it would make sense that the first thing she’d need to do is get the title cleaned up.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s an excellent idea. I should have thought to ask Bev if Edna had an attorney.” 
 
    She smiled back. “I know this land thing is already messy and likely to get even messier, but I am sorry about what happened to Edna. She was a nice person who I always enjoyed chatting with when I stopped by her store. I hope you don’t find a link between her accident and the land deal, but if there is one, I do hope you find it. What happened to her isn’t right.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “It isn’t right. And I promise you that while helping to decipher whether or not the land developer might be involved in everyone’s bad luck is important to me, the most important thing is finding out what really happened on the night Edna died and bringing the person responsible for her death to justice.” 
 
    After leaving the Rambling Rose, I returned to my office and called Willetta Brown. Her secretary told me she was with a client and asked if I wanted to leave a message. I told her I did and gave her my name and phone number. I wasn’t sure that Edna would even have gotten around to dealing with the title issue on the property she’d inherited if she’d only just decided to sell that property on the day she died, but it seemed worth a conversation with the woman who might have additional insight into what was going on in Edna’s life. 
 
    Once I’d left my message, I decided to call Parker, who, more than most, seemed to have the inside scoop on everything that happened in town. I suspected that it was possible that, unlike me, she had actually thought to speak to Willetta and may have actually done so already. 
 
    “Hey, Ains. What’s up?” Parker greeted me after answering my call. 
 
    “I just had lunch with Nancy Norris, and we chatted about Edna’s property and the deal she may or may not have made with the land developer. Nancy suggested that I might want to speak to Edna’s attorney. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of doing just that long before now.” 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Parker said. “We both have. I did speak to Willetta, and she told me that Edna had spoken to her about cleaning up the property’s title, but it was in the context of adding the property to the trust she was setting up so that her children wouldn’t be burdened with a huge problem when she passed.” 
 
    “So she didn’t indicate that she was planning to sell.”  
 
    “Not according to Willetta. She said that she spoke to Edna about two weeks before she was killed in the accident, and at that point, Edna seemed adamant about not selling the property. Willetta did admit that while Edna didn’t want the condo complex to go in, she also felt bad about the hardship suffered by those who had lost the ability to live on their property and really did want to sell. Willetta told me that Edna never spoke to her about selling the property, nor did Edna ask her to look over a contract, but Willetta did say that the hardship suffered by folks she considered friends had been heavy on Edna’s mind. While Edna came across as stubborn and even unreasonable at times, I honestly think she had a good heart and cared about others.”  
 
    “I agree with that. Do you know if Edna completed the trust process?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, she did not,” Parker answered. “Willetta said that Edna started out committing the time necessary to complete the process, but when she got all caught up in the special election, the trust got put on the back burner. Of course, Edna couldn’t have known what would happen, but it is unfortunate that things worked out the way they did.” 
 
    “Did you get the impression that Edna would have had Willetta look things over before she signed had she decided to sign the contract the land developer was offering?” 
 
    “According to Willetta, she likely would have. Edna was the deliberate sort. She didn’t come to her decisions or opinions lightly, but when she did come to a decision, she tended to stick to that decision. Willetta felt that if Edna’s empathy for her friends and neighbors who needed the cash the land developer was offering had eventually worn down her resolve not to allow the land developer to build his condo complex, she likely would have made sure to dot all her I’s and cross all her T’s. In Willetta’s opinion, Edna most likely would have had her look over the contract before signing it. The fact that she never even mentioned to her attorney that she’d had a change of heart leads me to believe that the rumors of a contract between the land developer and Edna are just that. Rumors.  
 
    Knowing Edna the way I had, I tended to agree with that. Edna wasn’t the sort to back down or change her mind, but she did have a tender heart beneath the gruff exterior. I could almost see her coming to the decision to sell her property so as not to stand in the way of those who needed the buyout the land developer was offering. But even if she had made that decision, she would have wanted to ensure that everything was on the up and up. I was positive that Edna would have sent the contract to her attorney before she signed it. Of course, if the rumor circulating around town about the fact that Edna had sold was fabricated, who had started it and why? 
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    The idea that Edna had gone to speak to the land developer’s representative on the day she died took root in my mind. I wasn’t sure how I would be able to verify this, but it did seem significant. If Edna had indeed gone to meet with someone from the land development company and then had been involved in a fatal hit-and-run accident shortly after leaving the office leased by the land developer, then it did seem possible that a connection existed between the land developer and the accident. Although, I honestly couldn’t quite reason things through without coming up with one roadblock after another.  
 
    After deciding to talk to Jemma about an idea I’d been thinking about, I gathered my stuff, locked my office doors, and then headed back to the peninsula.  
 
    “Do you have time to chat?” I asked after knocking on Jemma’s door. 
 
    “I do. I just finished a call with a potential client and am off for the rest of the weekend. What’s up?” 
 
    I explained my idea of hacking into Edna’s GPS log to see if we could determine where she’d gone on the day of the accident. Jemma figured that the car would be in the impound lot and that we’d need permission from Deputy Todd to look at it, which might not be a task that was easy to accomplish. If we had Edna’s cell phone and could get past the password issue, we could probably access the car app, which tracked her trips. I wasn’t sure what had happened to Edna’s cell phone after the accident, so I called Beverly and asked if she had it. She said she’d been given Edna’s personal possessions at the hospital but didn’t have them with her. Edna’s purse, which she assumed contained her cell phone, was sitting on the table in her dining room. I asked Beverly for permission to enter her home and retrieve the cell phone, and after explaining why Jemma and I wanted it, she shared the location of her hide-a-key. There was no security system, so we didn’t need to worry about that. 
 
    Once we arrived at Beverly’s home and found the key, we let ourselves in. We located Edna’s purse, which, as Beverly said, had been left on the dining room table. Her cell phone, currently in need of charging, along with an unsigned contract from the land developer, which seemed to confirm that, at the very least, she’d had a discussion with the man in charge of obtaining the signatures, was inside her purse. If I had to guess, it seemed likely that we’d find that while Edna had entered into a conversation with the land developer’s representative, her conversation had only been a fact-finding mission. 
 
    “I bet she took a contract to look over,” Jemma said. “Chances are that if she hadn’t died in the accident, she would have sent the contract to her attorney as we all suspected she would.” 
 
    I stood in Beverly’s dining room and stared at the document in my hands. “Assuming that Edna did visit the land developer’s office just prior to being killed in the hit-and-run accident, and assuming that she was targeted because of her visit, who do we think had the motive to kill her? The land developer? One of the neighbors from the inlet with a strong interest in the sale of all the properties going through, or a neighbor who didn’t want the sale of Edna’s property to go through? I’m somewhat confused at this point.” 
 
    Jemma answered. “I guess it depends on whether or not Edna was actually thinking of signing. I suppose that knowing if the person who hit Edna planned to kill her or whether they were just trying to scare her into doing things their way would be helpful as well.”  
 
    “If Edna never finished cleaning up the property’s title in order to add the property to her trust, as the attorney suggested had been the case, then it’s likely that real estate owned by Edna will become bogged down in probate. If things play out the way it seems they will, there is no way that Edna’s estate will be settled by the November deadline the land developer is insisting on. If the land developer is serious about the deadline, then it seems that his deal is dead in the water.” I took a breath and continued. “Having said that, the more I think about it, the more I feel like the person who hit Edna targeted her to scare rather than kill her. It has also settled in my mind that she may not have been targeted, and the accident may have been caused by a reckless or drunk driver.” 
 
    “You know,” Jemma began, “that idea is one that has settled in my mind too. If someone involved with the sale of the properties along the inlet was involved, then it makes more sense to scare rather than kill her.” She held up the cell phone. “Let’s take this back to my place. Maybe the cell phone holds the clue we need to figure this out.” 
 
    Jemma and I headed back to the peninsula. Jemma put the cell phone on the charger before connecting it to her computer. The cell phone wasn’t locked, which seemed careless on Edna’s part, but when we spoke to Bev after retrieving the cell phone to let her know we’d found what we were looking for and had relocked her house and replaced the key, she shared that she didn’t have a code on her cell phone either. Too much trouble, she shared. I supposed there were a lot of folks who felt that way. 
 
    “Okay, I found the app on Edna’s cell phone associated with her Volvo Wagon,” Jemma said. “The app does provide information about routes as we hoped it would. It looks like Edna spent time at Then and Again after having stopped by the local elementary school, presumably to vote.” Jemma scrolled down a bit. “After Then and Again, she appears to have headed to the county offices. At least Edna parked in the lot near the county offices. I suppose she might have parked in the lot that serves the county offices but visited one of the other buildings in the area. After leaving the lot near the county offices, Edna headed toward a location just south of Shelton. I pulled up a map, and it appears that the address she visited was a residence. Not sure what that was all about, but Bev might know.” 
 
    “And after that?” 
 
    “It looks like she headed out to the land developer’s temporary offices, and then it seems like Edna headed toward her home. I have her route right up to the point where she ran into the tree.” Jemma frowned. “Edna had a crash alert system in her car. It’s odd that it didn’t activate when she hit the tree. My system will ask for an override once it’s been activated in case the accident is no big deal. If you don’t override the system, however, it assumes that you’re unable to respond and emergency services are contacted.” 
 
    “So what are you saying?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It almost seems that someone responded to the system and told it that everything was okay. In that instance, emergency services would not have been notified. But if that’s what happened, who, other than the person who ran into Edna, could have done that?” 
 
    “If the person who responded to the system had stopped, would they have had time to verify that everything was okay and then get away from the scene before anyone arrived?” I asked. 
 
    Jemma slowly moved her head from left to right, paused briefly, and bobbed it up and down. “I wouldn’t think so, but it did seem as if you and Parker were the first to arrive at the scene of the accident, and it took you several minutes to get there.” 
 
    It was true that there was a pretty significant amount of time between hearing the crash and arriving at the scene. “Is there a way to find out if the system was activated in the first place?” I asked. 
 
    Jemma nodded. “I think so. Give me a minute.” Jemma went to work on her keyboard. The girl could type fast, that was for sure. I managed to hold my own at the keyboard, but I made lots of mistakes, whereas Jemma seemed to be able to pound out the text she intended with very few errors along the way.  
 
    It took a few minutes, but Jemma confirmed that the system was activated, and when asked if the driver needed assistance, someone answered that they didn’t. Jemma and I both doubted that it had been Edna who’d called off the emergency vehicles. But if not her, then who? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jemma and I were brainstorming possible scenarios, all of which were at least possible but none that we felt were probable when Tegan stopped by. 
 
    “Tegan,” I greeted with a smile, only to have my smile fade when I saw the look on her face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Booker is what’s wrong. Did you know he was here in Gooseberry Bay?” 
 
    Jemma popped up from her desk chair and crossed the room. We both assured her we hadn’t heard that he was in town.  
 
    “Adam did tell me that he’d spoken to a buddy who anchors his yacht in the bay a while back who shared that Booker was kicking around the idea of coming back to Gooseberry Bay at some point, but at the time, nothing was for certain, and I certainly never heard that he actually followed through with the idea.” I decided to come clean about having heard the gossip about Booker prior to this discussion, lest Tegan find out from another source that I’d already heard about Booker but hadn’t mentioned it.  
 
    “How could he do this!” she shouted. “He totally blew up my life when he left, but I finally got over it and have begun to rebuild something new, and now here he is to blow things up again.” 
 
    “Maybe it isn’t his intention to blow things up,” Jemma suggested. 
 
    Tegan sent her a look that seemed to indicate sticking up for Booker in any capacity wasn’t going over well with her.  
 
    “Hear me out,” Jemma said. “I know that Booker hurt you, and I have nothing but sympathy for what you went through. He handled everything about as badly as he could have and certainly doesn’t deserve your forgiveness. But I’m not sure that the fact that he’s back should be seen as an indication that he is here to try to blow up the new life you’ve built.” 
 
    “You don’t think so?” she asked, a look of disbelief evident on her face. “You honestly don’t think that Booker suddenly deciding to come back after over a year away has nothing to do with my changing relationship with Jackson?” 
 
    Tegan had a point. The timing of the whole thing did seem suspect. When Tegan and Jackson started dating, it had gone through my mind that Booker would lose his mind when he found out that his ex-girlfriend and best friend had moved from mere friendship to something more. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Booker?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “No, not yet. Booker texted me to let me know he was back and suggested we should get together and catch up. As if! The guy abandoned me. We were all but married, and he just up and left without a thought as to how it would destroy me. There is no way I want to speak to him ever again.” 
 
    “So just delete the text,” Jemma said. 
 
    “Oh, I already did that, but that isn’t going to be the end of it. You know how Booker is. He’ll just stop by the cottage or the Rambling Rose if I don’t respond. All Booker ever thinks about is himself. All he cares about is what he wants and what he needs. The guy is such a jerk. I can’t believe I once saw myself growing old with him.” 
 
    In my opinion, something had happened to Booker that caused him to have a bit of a midlife crisis even though twenty-eight is far from midlife. I did believe that he’d loved Tegan at one point. I wasn’t really sure what happened to change that. But Tegan was right that Booker wouldn’t simply accept her lack of response as an answer to his text and stay away. He’d come sniffing around sooner or later. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Jackson about the situation?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Jackson knows that Booker is in town. In fact, he’s seen and spoken to him. Booker went by the marina to talk to Jackson about staying with him until he found a place, but Jackson told him that wouldn’t be a good idea. I’m glad Jackson realized that allowing Booker to stay with him would never work. Jackson suggested it might be a good idea for me to get together with Booker to talk once I felt ready to do so. He even started talking about friendships and the importance of working to maintain them. There is no way I want to maintain any relationship whatsoever with the man I’d hoped never to lay my eyes on again.”  
 
    “Don’t be mad,” I said, “but I don’t necessarily disagree with Jackson.” I held up my hands in a defensive move. “Hear me out. I’m not saying you need to be best friends with Booker or even friends. You don’t owe Booker anything. But if Booker is opening the door for you to speak your mind, doing so might help you to move past the extreme emotions you currently experience every time his name comes up.” 
 
    “If Booker decides to stay in town, you are going to run into him,” Jemma jumped right in. “We all will. I agree with Ainsley that it might be a good idea for you and Booker to talk things through since finding a way to coexist in the same town might make things less awkward for both of you. Having said that, I also think you should take your time and do things on your own timeline and terms. You really don’t owe anyone anything.” 
 
    I could see that Tegan was still angry, but she did agree to think about what we said. She also made it clear that if she did decide to speak to Booker, it wouldn’t be anytime soon, and it wouldn’t be pleasant. She apologized for storming in, and Jemma and I assured her we were fine acting as her sounding board whenever she needed us. That was only part of what was so great about the family I’d found here on the peninsula. Everyone supported everyone else. There was a lot of comfort in knowing that if something happened to you, there would be a whole group of people nearby who had your back. 
 
    “Coop and Remi are going to come by to get ready for the haunted house,” Jemma shared with Tegan, who was enjoying a glass of wine now that she’d dried her eyes. “Josie should be home soon as well. You’re welcome to stay and watch us go through the transformation from mild-mannered neighbors to gruesome zombies.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I should get going. I’m supposed to meet up with Jackson once he gets off. We plan on grabbing some dinner before heading to the Halloween Festival.” 
 
    “Are you working the snack bar again?” I asked. 
 
    “Actually, Jackson and I are working at the kiddie carnival tonight. I think I’m assigned to the dart toss, and Jackson is working the basketball game. It should be fun. Just the thing to get my mind off of low-life ex-boyfriends.” 
 
    Working the kiddie carnival might have been fun. I was sorry that I’d signed up for zombie duty both nights. I didn’t have a volunteer shift tomorrow, so perhaps I’d head to the festival and experience the festivities for myself. 
 
    As it had the previous night, applying the zombie makeup, which could have been a tedious chore, turned out to be a fun event once we all got together. Remi seemed determined to be the most disturbingly grotesque zombie of us all and took a lot of time on his makeup while the rest of us just sloppily layered it on. “Georgie and I made plans to go trick or treating dressed as zombies one year,” Remi said out of the blue. 
 
    “Georgie?” Josie asked. 
 
    “A friend of mine when I was a kid. Georgie was the sort who wanted to do things right and had spent weeks coming up with drawings of what we might want to look like. Of course, his drawings were really elaborate, and neither of us had makeup or the cash to buy the makeup required to make Georgie’s vision a reality, so we started stealing stuff. Not all at once. A little at a time, maybe over ten days. A lipstick here and a foundation there.” He laughed. “I admit it was pretty embarrassing when I was arrested for stealing rouge, lip gloss, and eyeliner from the local five-and-dime. I tried to explain that the makeup was for a Halloween costume, but I’m not sure my foster parents really bought that story. I overheard them discussing counseling to deal with my ‘problem,’ but luckily, that idea blew over before it started.” 
 
    “You were a foster kid?” Josie asked. 
 
    “For a while.” He looked at me and winked. I sensed he didn’t want me to expand on things, so I didn’t. I had been thinking about Georgie quite a lot since Remi had first mentioned him. He’d asked me to leave it alone, and I mostly had, although I had discovered that his last name was likely Crawford. Remi hadn’t actually given me the green light to even look into the name of the boy who went missing, but I was a PI, and coming up with a last name when I had a year, a location, and a situational starting point wasn’t all that hard to do. Once I found the name, I accessed the newspaper archives and looked around. There had been a lot of press when the boy went missing, which gave me the information I’d need when Remi was finally ready to dig around. I could sense that he wasn’t there yet, and I respected that, but I would welcome the opportunity to dig just a bit deeper. Not that solving such an old cold case would be easy or even possible, but it might be interesting. 
 
    “So, did you ever get to carry out the plans depicted in your friend’s drawings for the zombie invasion on Halloween night?” Jemma asked.  
 
    “I was grounded, my room was searched, and my makeup was confiscated, so no, I was never able to carry out the plan. No one realized that Georgie was involved in my crime spree, so he wasn’t punished, but he felt pretty bad that I’d got caught when he was supposed to be on lookout duty, so he stayed in and watched horror movies with me.” 
 
    “Georgie sounds like a good friend,” Jemma said. “Did you stay in touch?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I lost track of him a very long time ago.” 
 
    Since I was the only one in the room, with the exception of Remi, who knew what had really happened to Georgie, the conversation naturally segued into other topics, including Halloween costumes from our pasts. While it was fun to hear everyone’s stories, I had to admit that my mind was elsewhere. Remi had shared with me that he and Georgie had gone to a carnival on the night that Georgie had disappeared. Remi had gone on the Ferris wheel with a girl who had asked him to do so, and Remi had arranged a place to meet up with Georgie after the ride. Remi got sidetracked and was late arriving, but as far as he knew, Georgie never showed up to meet him, nor was Georgie ever seen again. I couldn’t imagine what might have happened to the boy during the brief time Remi was otherwise occupied, but I would admit to being interested in at least trying to recreate the events of that night.  
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    The Halloween Festival had actually been lots of fun the previous evening. After our haunted house duties wrapped up, a group of us decided to head over to the boardwalk to enjoy what was left of the Saturday night celebration. While we mainly just walked around and looked at the booths and decorations while eating junk food, we had a wonderful time. 
 
    Since I hadn’t successfully checked off any of the items on the list I created yesterday, I wanted to start with it today. I still didn’t know who’d vandalized the properties on the inlet, and I still didn’t know who’d killed Edna. At this point, I was pretty sure that Edna hadn’t actually signed a contract with the land developer, but it did appear that she’d at least spoken to someone about it. I guessed that my first task today would be to see if I could figure out who might have run her off the road and why. On the surface, it seemed as if the land deal might be at the root of everything that had been going on, but I wasn’t convinced that was the case. While it did appear that Edna had been looking into things concerning her property, that didn’t mean she definitely had plans to sign anything. I supposed I could make a valid argument that the land deal was at the base of everything that was going on, but my gut told me not to waste my time following that lead. If not the land deal, however, then what? The election? In a way, that made more sense as a motive for me. While the election hadn’t been called at the time of the accident, rumors had been circulating all day that Edna was likely to be the winner. Had someone decided that permanently removing Edna from the race was important enough to resort to murder?  
 
    “Hey, Ainsley, you home?” Parker called out as she knocked once and let herself into my cottage.  
 
    “Hey, Parker,” I greeted my feisty neighbor. “What’s up?”  
 
    “I was chatting with Jemma, and she told me she had Edna’s cell phone. I wanted to get a peek at the route she took yesterday, so she shared the information she’d retrieved from Edna’s Volvo Wagon app with me, and we both wondered if you’d ever gotten ahold of Beverly about the stop Edna made to the residential property south of here before she went to see the land developer.” 
 
    “I did talk to Bev. She told me that Edna had been heading to an estate sale when she left the store on the day of the accident. Apparently, Edna had noticed that they were selling an antique trunk, which, depending on the condition, looked like the sort of thing that would bring in a good price. Edna told Bev that she wanted to look at it and a few other items and would be back in a couple hours. Bev also shared with me that she hadn’t spoken to Edna after she attended the sale, so Bev wasn’t sure if she’d bought the antique trunk, but there wasn’t a trunk or any merchandise for that matter in her car when we found her, so it must not have worked out.” I offered Parker a cup of coffee, which she accepted. “I plan to work on this today. If you aren’t busy, I would welcome the help.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Parker asked. 
 
    “Even though we had Edna’s cell phone yesterday, all we had time to do was download her trip logs, but it occurred to me that since we still have her cell phone, we have easy access to her phone calls, texts, and emails. I thought I’d head over to the roommates’ cottage in a while and see if Jemma has time to help me dig around a bit. If she has other plans, I’ll get the cell phone from her.” 
 
    “Jemma mentioned that she had plans with Coop, but I agree there is likely a lot to learn from the cell phone. I’ll go and grab it from her and bring it over here. We can work on it together.” 
 
    “What about Josie? Is she home?” 
 
    Parker raised a brow. “Haven’t you heard? Josie ran into Hudson last night, and the two of them ended up getting together for drinks. I guess they have plans to meet up today as well.” 
 
    I smiled. “Good for Josie. I know she’s had her eye on Hudson since she first saw him at the end-of-summer BBQ at Adam’s. He’s a bit more serious than most of the men she dates, but I hope their friendship works out for her sake.” I got up to refill our coffee cups. “I guess it’s just you and me today.” 
 
    “It looks that way. I’ll grab the cell phone, and we’ll get started.” 
 
    Parker and I were able to identify the phone number of the agency taking care of the estate sale. There were several calls between Edna and the agent and a series of text messages that included photos of the antique trunk Edna was interested in. The last text in the chain was from the agent to Edna, letting her know that, as of that moment, the piece was still available for the price they’d discussed during their earlier call but that another buyer was interested and that she planned to sell the item to the first person who showed up with the cash.  
 
    I called the agent, assuming that Edna had either decided against purchasing the antique trunk once she’d seen it or had been too late and the other buyer had gotten there first, but the agent shared that Edna had indeed been the winning buyer, showing up only minutes before the man who seemed equally as determined as Edna to own the piece.  
 
    Okay, that was interesting. Surely, this second buyer wouldn’t have run Edna off the road to get the antique trunk. The woman who ran the estate sale assured me that Edna had left the property with her purchase safely tucked in her cargo area. We knew that Edna had made it to the land developer’s office, so it wasn’t as if the second buyer had followed her from the sale and immediately ran her off the road, intent on stealing the trunk. Maybe the man had run into her after, or perhaps he really had taken his time and waited for the perfect opportunity to steal the antique, which, according to the agent for the estate sale, the man seemed determined to own. 
 
    I asked the agent for the contact information for the second buyer, but she said she couldn’t give it to us. We had the agent’s phone number since Edna and the agent had spoken and texted numerous times, so perhaps Jemma could hack into the account and get the phone number for this second individual that way. Of course, Jemma wasn’t available to help us with the hack job since she was off hiking with Coop, so Parker suggested we do something we’d done in the past but didn’t do very often and take our theory to Deputy Todd. 
 
    “So what can I do for you ladies?” Deputy Todd asked an hour later after Parker tracked him down at the horseshoe tournament. He was off duty today, so rather than wearing his uniform as he usually did, he was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. I had to admit he seemed a bit more approachable in civilian clothing. 
 
    “Ainsley and I found out that Edna purchased an antique trunk from an estate sale about an hour before she was involved in the accident that killed her. The woman from the estate sale told us that when Edna left the estate sale, the antique trunk was safely tucked in the cargo area of her Volvo Wagon. As you know, there was nothing in the cargo area when Edna’s vehicle was found. The woman in charge of the estate sale told us that a second buyer was extremely interested in the antique trunk but that Edna had shown up first, so she’d sold it to her. Ainsley and I believe that it’s at least possible that this second buyer might have run Edna off the road with the idea of stealing the antique trunk. We want to contact this second buyer, but the woman who ran the sale won’t give us his contact information. We hoped you could get it for us.” 
 
    He smiled a crooked half-smile. “Where is your little hacker friend? Can’t she help you?” 
 
    “Jemma isn’t available today,” Parker said. “So, how about it?” 
 
    I fully expected the man to turn us down, but after a slight pause and a shrug, he agreed to our request. Of course, as we should have expected, he had no intention of locating the phone number, only to hand it over to us. Todd clearly informed us that he intended to do the follow-up once he obtained the number. That was actually fine with us. As long as someone looked into it, Parker and I were satisfied. Of course, Parker wanted a first-hand account of how things worked out in case the guy was guilty of killing Edna, so the two of us followed Todd from a distance. 
 
    “I wonder where he’s going,” Parker said as Deputy Todd headed north out of town.  
 
    “No idea. At this point, I guess all we can do is follow Todd and hope he doesn’t notice us.” I frowned. “I’m sort of surprised he hasn’t already noticed us. We are hanging back, but still, you would think he would realize that the same car has been behind him for miles.” 
 
    “He probably sees us and doesn’t care. The fact that he denied our request to accompany him allows him to keep his tough guy persona, but the more I work with him, the more I realize he is a bit more flexible than he appears to be.” 
 
    I had to admit that when I viewed Deputy Todd through Parker’s eyes, I experienced a different image of the man than I otherwise would have.  
 
    “He’s pulling into what looks to be a private drive,” Parker said as she slowed her vehicle.  
 
    “I doubt we’ll be able to follow him from this point without being seen,” I said. 
 
    Parker agreed.  
 
    “I guess we can find a place to park where the car won’t be noticed and walk in,” I suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Parker said. “There was that little turnout about a hundred yards back. I guess we can tuck the car in there and then go in on foot.” 
 
    “You realize it’s unlikely that we’ll get close enough to hear or even see anything, don’t you?” I asked.  
 
    She bit down gently on her bottom lip and then nodded. “Yeah. Trying to sneak up on a house located on a private estate won’t be easy, but maybe we can find a way to get a look in through a window. Of course, I have no way of knowing which window we should be trying to get a look through.” 
 
    “I guess we should have thought this through a little better,” I said.  
 
    Parker agreed. In the end, we decided that since we’d come this far, we may as well try to get a peek at whatever was going on, so she executed a U-turn and then pulled into the little turnout. Parker turned the car off, we both got out, she locked the doors, and we set off toward the house via a heavily wooded area. At least we had tree cover for the first two-thirds of the journey. Of course, as luck would have it, the house was surrounded by groomed gardens that didn’t offer any cover.  
 
    “So what do we do now?” I asked Parker. “Do we just make a run for it, knowing that it’s highly likely that we’ll be seen, or do we wait here and try to get a feel for what might have been going on when Deputy Todd actually comes out?” 
 
    Parker paused. She appeared to be thinking things over. “On the one hand, I doubt Todd would arrest us even if he did catch us sneaking around, but I don’t need the hassle. On the other hand, I am curious about what might be going on inside. Maybe we can sneak around the outbuilding behind the house and approach from that direction.” 
 
    “That does seem like a better plan than just running across the clearing between the forest and the house,” I agreed.  
 
    Parker nodded, and we took off toward the outbuilding that looked like a converted barn or a carriage house. Being careful to stay far enough back so that we were hidden by the trees, we slowly made our way around the back of the outbuilding. There was still a pretty wide space between the outbuilding and the house, so trying to get a look in a window would be tricky. 
 
    “Maybe we can slip in that window at the back of the outbuilding, walk through the outbuilding, and exit the front door,” I suggested. “There will still be a bit of open space between the building and the house, but not as much as if we try to approach from this angle.” 
 
    Parker agreed with my plan, although we had no idea if the window was unlocked so we could use it to get inside the outbuilding. I estimated that by the time we reached the back of the outbuilding, Deputy Todd had already been inside the house for about thirty minutes. By this point, it seemed likely that he would have wrapped up his interview before we even found a way to get a look.  
 
    “The window doesn’t appear to be locked, but it is jammed,” Parker said as she tried to open it.  
 
    “Let me try,” I said.  
 
    We changed places so I could use the large rock I’d found to tap on the window frame, hoping to loosen the seal.  
 
    “I think that worked,” Parker said as she stepped around me and gave the window a tug.  
 
    I smiled as it slipped open, revealing an interior that looked a lot like your average garage. There were labeled and stacked boxes, tools, benches, and cabinets scattered about, furniture covered with tarps, and a full-sized Ford truck, dark gray, with a huge dent in the front end. 
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    Deputy Todd had already recognized the antique trunk that Edna had purchased since the woman from the estate sale had sent him photos, so by the time Parker and I made our way around to the front door to knock, Todd already had Denali Burgh, a treasure hunter, art collector, and antiquities dealer, in handcuffs.  
 
    “So this guy killed Edna in order to steal her antique trunk,” Josie confirmed later that evening after everyone had returned from their outings and we’d all gathered in the roommates’ cottage. 
 
    “He said he didn’t mean to kill her,” Parker informed Josie. “According to the guy who ran Edna off the road, he only meant to force her to pull over so he could either buy the trunk from her or steal it if that failed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the guy only intended to force her to pull over,” I said. “It was clear he hit her car with his truck, but that does seem to be the story he’s trying to sell.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. Why on earth would this guy run a sweet old lady like Edna off the road? For no other reason than to get an antique trunk?” Josie asked.  
 
    “It wasn’t the antique trunk he was after,” Parker answered. “Apparently, back in the early nineteenth century, the trunk originally belonged to a sea captain. The trunk, unbeknown to most, featured a secret compartment, which according to Denali Burgh, was the last known hiding place for a diamond worth millions of dollars.” 
 
    “So Denali didn’t care about the antique trunk and really just wanted the diamond,” Jemma confirmed. 
 
    “Exactly,” Parker said.  
 
    “Was the diamond hidden in the antique trunk?” Josie asked. 
 
    “Sadly, no,” Parker said. “The secret compartment was there just like Denali had said it would be, but it was empty. If the diamond was ever there, someone had beat him to it.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Josie said. “I do love a good treasure hunt story.” 
 
    “Maybe, but it seems to make it particularly sad that Edna died for nothing. Even if this guy didn’t plan to kill Edna when he ran her off the road, he stole the antique trunk and left her to die. I hope he goes to prison for a very long time,” Jemma said. 
 
    At this point, I think we all hoped that.  
 
    “Deputy Todd assured me that he’d already spoken to the district attorney who plans to throw the book at him,” Parker responded.  
 
    “Has anyone filled Beverly in?” Jemma asked. 
 
    “I called and spoke to her,” I answered. “As can be expected, she took the news hard. She appears so broken, but I really think that being with her family has helped her. She mentioned just selling the store and moving to be closer to family. Personally, I think that might be a good idea. I really can’t see her running Then and Again without Edna. The sisters really were like two halves of a whole.” 
 
    It would be odd to go to work and not have Edna breezing into my office through the door from our shared hallway. I didn’t always agree with her politics, but I cared for her deeply and would miss her energy. 
 
    “It seems sort of odd that Edna’s death had nothing to do with either the election or the land grab along the inlet,” Josie said. “Those were our two main motives since the beginning.”  
 
    “It does seem that Edna winning the election despite her controversial approach to growth in the area had been an unforeseen result,” I agreed. “And I agree that winning would have given her the platform she would need to really push her agenda. The whole thing seems to provide an excellent motive, but in the end, nothing other than good old-fashioned greed is what ended this wonderful woman’s life.” 
 
    Parker looked at her watch and stood up. “I have a date with Sawyer, so I guess I should go home and change.” 
 
    “A date?” Josie asked. “A date, date, or a work date?” 
 
    “Both, actually. Sawyer wanted to interview Randall Erwich, Ike and Irma Grossman, and the somewhat radical members of the Ketterman family personally, and I agreed to set something up since I’d already spoken with all of them. After the interviews, the two of us are going out to dinner. A nice dinner. I’m thinking steak and seafood.” 
 
    “Steak and seafood sound good,” Josie responded. “I may suggest it to Hudson for our date tomorrow night.” 
 
    “You’re going out with Hudson again tomorrow?” Jemma asked. 
 
    Josie grinned and nodded. “And we’re going to the Halloween party at Adam and Archie’s together, although he will already be there, and I will be heading over in the limo with all of you, so I guess, technically, we are meeting up there rather than going together. But I am still very excited about it.” 
 
    “Are you going with Remi or meeting Adam there?” Jemma asked me. 
 
    “Neither.” I hesitated. “Well, I guess, technically, both. On the one hand, Remi is going to the Halloween party in the limo with us, and while I wouldn’t call what we are doing a date, I guess the two of us will round out the numbers a bit. On the other hand, I told Adam I’d meet up with him once I got there, and we’d hang out. At this point, I plan to hang out with both men while avoiding anything that might possibly be construed as date-like behavior.” 
 
    “Eventually, you’ll need to choose,” Josie said. 
 
    “Choose? Choose what? I’m friends with and spend time with both men. Neither Adam nor Remi seems inclined to move things to another level, and for now, that works for me. Don’t overthink it. All sorts of problems begin to creep in if you overthink it.” I looked at Jemma. “Do you have plans with Coop?” 
 
    “Actually, I do. I’m afraid that leaves you on your own tonight.” 
 
    “No worries,” I said, “I have a research project to dig into. I’m actually happy about having some quiet time at home.” 
 
    After the dogs and I wandered back to our cottage, I lit a fire in the fireplace, turned the orange lights that I’d hung on my deck railing on, and poured myself a glass of wine. I turned my laptop on, logged in, pulled up the search engine, and typed in the name Georgie Crawford. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
    Halloween 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m having the best time,” Josie said after joining me at the bar when Hudson left to check on a group of boys who’d headed outside. 
 
    “It is a pretty great party,” I said. “And as always, Archie did a fantastic job with the decorations.” 
 
    Josie looked around. “He did, didn’t he? I was somewhat disappointed when they decided against a costume party, but the food and atmosphere, in general, seem to make up for that.” 
 
    “Personally, after dressing like a zombie for two nights, I was happy when the dress code was changed from costume optional to casual attire,” I said, glancing down at my black jeans and bright orange sweater. “I guess I could have still done the casual thing, but it was an easier decision knowing no one would be dressed in costume.” 
 
    Josie smiled as Hudson came back inside and looked in her direction. “Gotta go,” she said as she went to meet him.  
 
    I watched as she leaned into his chest as he pulled her toward a dark corner. Oh yeah, there was something more than a friend vibe going on. 
 
    “It looks like Josie has made a love connection,” Parker said after joining me once Josie had left. 
 
    “It looks like she has.” I looked around. “Where’s Sawyer?” 
 
    “On the phone with Deputy Todd. Apparently, Joan Ketterman admitted that her twins were responsible for the vandalism at the bakery and the graffiti to Lola Fisher’s garage door after Deputy Todd picked both boys up and explained to their mother that they’d likely be charged with the fire to the Venway home and the broken pipe at the Norris home if they didn’t start cooperating.” 
 
    “So they weren’t behind the fire or the flood,” I verified. 
 
    “No. I don’t think Todd ever thought they were responsible for the larger incidents, but he used the threat of being charged with the fire and the flood to get them to fess up to the other incidents.” 
 
    “I will admit that after looking at the reports and interviewing everyone I could think of, I’d pretty much come to the conclusion that the fire really was the result of old wiring and the flood actually did occur when one of the rusted pipes simply burst.” 
 
    “Both events were tragic, and the fact that both tragedies happened to families who had announced their intent not to sell did make it look like the land developer was behind it, but I feel confident that wasn’t the case.” 
 
    I looked up as Sawyer crossed the room and sat on the stool between us.  
 
    “Do you have what you need for the story?” Parker asked him. 
 
    “I do. I called and spoke to Zeke. He’s going to write something up so we can publish tomorrow.” 
 
    “I could have left the party early,” Parker said.  
 
    “You could have, but at this point, the story is more of a wrap-up than breaking news, and I, for one, am having too much fun for us to leave. It’s lovely outside on the patio with all the twinkle lights Archie hung. Do you want to go and look?” 
 
    Parker smiled. “I do.” She looked at me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her. “Go and have fun. I’m going to go and track Adam down. The last time I saw him, he was helping Andi with the apple bob.” 
 
    Parker wrinkled her nose. “I’m not sure why anyone would want to put their face in a bucket of water.” 
 
    I nodded toward the area that had been set up for games. “Apparently, some of the boys were into it.” 
 
    Sawyer followed my gaze. “I thought Adam only had twenty boys and that at least a few had gone home for the holiday. It looks like there are more than twenty teens enjoying the festivities tonight, and some appear to be of the female persuasion.” 
 
    “I guess Phoenix’s sister met one of Adam’s students at the arcade, and he invited her to the party, after which she turned around and invited a bunch of her friends.” 
 
    “I guess it will be good for Adam’s students to have friends from the local high school,” Sawyer said as he took Parker’s hand and pulled her toward the patio.  
 
    Sliding off the stool, I decided to go and look for Adam as I’d told Parker I planned to do. I had last seen him in the gaming area with Andi, but when I arrived, I found that Adam had left, and instead, Remi was helping Andi entertain the teens. I decided not to dissect the slight twinge of jealousy I’d felt when Andi reached up and hugged Remi after he set a new high score on the video game, which had been hooked up to a giant screen. Both the video arcade owner and the high school professor seemed to be having fun. 
 
    “Ainsley,” Remi waved when he noticed me walk in. “I was wondering where you’d gone off to.” He glanced at the game, looking about as proud as a peacock. “High game.” 
 
    “I see that.” I laughed as the childlike adult began high-fiving the teens who had cheered him on.  
 
    “Do you want to try?” he asked. 
 
    I’d never played the game in my life, so I decided to decline and let one of the teens who looked to have been waiting have a try.  
 
    “I actually came in here looking for Adam. Have you seen him?” 
 
    “He said he needed to make a phone call and headed toward his office,” Andi informed me.  
 
    “Okay, thanks. I’ll talk to Adam later.” I turned to leave. 
 
    “Stay and play with us,” Remi said. “If you aren’t into video games, we can do something else.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” I said as I noticed Jemma and Coop across the room. “I need to go and talk to Jemma for a minute.” 
 
    As I crossed the room toward one of my best friends, I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Jemma asked after I’d reached the tall table she and Coop were standing around.  
 
    “The absurdity of the fact that while I was a bit concerned about having two ‘sort of’ dates, I’ve ended up with none.” 
 
    “None?” 
 
    “One date is too busy taking care of business to have any free time to spend with me, and the other is too busy playing games with the kids.” 
 
    Jemma laughed. “I guess Adam and Remi are about as different as they can possibly be. You’re welcome to hang out with Coop and me. We were thinking about heading outside for a walk.” 
 
    A romantic walk for three under the stars didn’t seem like my cup of tea, so I declined after assuring them that I’d been on my way to find Tegan and Jackson when I’d noticed them standing across the room. I wished Jemma and Coop a lovely walk, and then I headed toward the kitchen, where I figured Ruth would likely be busy and possibly need some help with the food. When I arrived, I found Ruth chatting with my client, Dianna.  
 
    “Dianna,” I said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came by to talk to Ruth,” she informed me. “After many long hours of soul searching, my husband and I have decided to sell our home and start over somewhere new. Ruth was friends with my mother and has been a friend of my family for years, so I wanted to tell her what I was doing and why before she heard it from anyone else.” 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry about the way things turned out,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sorry as well, but what can you do? After the Fishers and the Fallons decided to sell, the only ones who remained were Margaret Wooley, the Steinmetzs, and my husband and me. Margaret seemed inclined to give in, so I met with Glory and Ron, and we decided there wasn’t anything left to fight for. The neighborhood where we grew up was gone. All that was left of the community that was once like a family were folks who hated each other. I do appreciate the fact that you got me my answers. I feel better about selling to the land developer now that I know he wasn’t responsible for the fire, the flood, or the vandalism.”  
 
    “I’m happy I could get you the answers you needed, but again, I am truly sorry about the way everything worked out.” 
 
    She blew out a long breath. “It’s been a long battle, and I’m battle-weary, and part of me just wants to find a place to lick my wounds and recover. I feel certain I can never do that in Gooseberry Bay.” 
 
    “So, where do you plan to go?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not sure. We haven’t figured it out. For now, we’re moving to Tacoma to be close to my sister, but I suspect that, in the long run, we’ll go wherever our hearts end up taking us. Maybe Spokane. Or even Seattle. I spent some time in Portland, and it was really nice. Maybe a different state will be just the thing.” 
 
    I gave Dianna a hug and then left her to talk to Ruth. I was considering whether to find a place to sit and think or return to the party when Adam came walking down the hallway with his dog, Hitchcock, walking next to him. 
 
    “Ainsley. What are you doing wandering around the empty hallway? Were you looking for me?” Adam asked.  
 
    “I came to say hi to Ruth, but since she was chatting with Dianna Long, I didn’t stay long. Apparently, Dianna and her husband have decided to go ahead and sell to the land developer.”  
 
    He raised a brow. “Really? I guess I can understand the desire for a fresh start given everything that has happened, but I will be sorry to see all those old houses razed.” 
 
    “It is a charming and eclectic neighborhood,” I agreed. “I know Dianna really wanted to keep her home, but I guess she realized that doing so would mean living in the middle of a war zone. That’s no way to live.” 
 
    “I agree. I really do feel bad for those who have been forced to move. The community has faced a tough few weeks due to the battle over the inlet and Edna’s passing.” 
 
    “It really has,” I agreed.  
 
    Adam looked down at the huge Tibetan Mastiff sitting next to him. “Since Hitchcock has been dealing with that sinus infection, I didn’t want him to become overstimulated with so much going on, so once our guests began to arrive, I left him in my office, but he seemed to be a bit antsy. I was about to take him out for a walk. Would you like to come along? I understand that it’s a lovely evening.” 
 
    “I would like to come along,” I said as I fell in beside Adam. On the one hand, if there was one thing I could say about my friendship with Adam, it was that it was comfortable. He had a quiet and steady presence that just felt easy. On the other hand, my friendship with Remi felt more like a roller coaster ride that left me feeling dizzy most of the time. Being with him was fun, but it wasn’t as easy as being with Adam. Still, I supposed there was a certain thrill in the ride. There were those who felt I needed to label my relationship with these two very different men, but I didn’t necessarily agree. I had given quite a bit of thought to my relationship with Adam and Remi, and ultimately, I’d realized that I deeply valued the contribution both men brought to my life. 
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