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CHAPTER ONE

 


"Sold!" yelled the auctioneer. "To the
little lady in the ball cap. Hold up your number, please."

I groaned inwardly. I'd just paid a small
fortune for a Victorian over a century old. Would a little respect
be too much to ask?

"Name?" asked the auctioneer.

"Alex Jordan, Finials and
Facades Renovation and Restoration Services," I replied with a
glance around. The courthouse steps had cleared out, and only a few
die-hard flippers were there for the last sale of the day. Aging
Victorians (I preferred to think of them as Painted Ladies)
registered with the exacting Washington State Historic Society were
not sought-after properties with this crowd. Most of these guys
were looking to make a quick buck.

Not that I wasn't in need of a payday, but I
wasn't your run-of-the-mill flipper. Over the past two years, I had
purchased three dilapidated Painted Ladies in my home town of
Danger Cove, Washington, and painstakingly restored them to their
former glory. I'd also sold them for a tidy profit. Two were now
B&Bs, and one was owned by a wealthy antique dealer. Not too
shabby for a little lady.

Danger Cove was the perfect place to find
bargains in the Victorian market. It was a quaint little coastal
town just enough off the beaten path to make it interesting but
close enough to Seattle to keep the tourists coming. Main Street,
lined with shops and restaurants, fairly hummed with shoppers
during the fall and spring. The town had its roots in the fishing
industry, and many a fortune had been made at the turn of the last
century, spawning the large estates of the wealthy families. Over
time, ups and downs in the town's economy had eroded much of the
old money, leaving the estates in disrepair. Opportunities abounded
as long as there was money to invest.

A black Cadillac roared up to the steps of
the courthouse. The remaining buyers and the auctioneer gave a
collective groan. Local real estate developer and Texas transplant,
Jack Condor, liked big talk and big hats. He was wearing a glaring
white ten-gallon number today.

Jack stepped out of his car and waved a
beefy arm at the auctioneer. "Current bid plus ten percent,
Phil."

Phil didn't seem to appreciate the familiar
use of his name. "Bidding's closed, Mr. Condor."

"Why, I say, Phil, that just can't be." Jack
made a big show of looking at the time on his Rolex.

"Oh, it be," replied Phil stubbornly. This
wasn't his first run-in with Jack Condor. "And Miss Jordan's the
new owner."

Jack's face went red above his loud,
checkered sport jacket.

The man beside me tipped his I Brake for
Brunettes trucker hat to one side and said to his partner,
"Don't he remind you of someone? A cartoon character?"

His partner cocked his head. "Nope, just
looks like a big blowhard to me. Got his feathers all in a
bunch."

The man snapped his fingers. "That's it!
He's like that big chicken from the Looney Tunes. What's his
name?"

I giggled and looked over at them. "Foghorn
Leghorn?"

"That's it! Big stupid rooster crowin'
around the henhouse." Both men guffawed.

Jack Condor scowled in our direction. I was
able to remain straight faced, until the guy in the hat said
loudly, "Bawk, bawk."

I laughed out loud and sucked in air with a
snort.

Condor walked up the steps, saying, "I don't
see what's so funny, Miss Jordan, about being party to an illegal
sale. The auction was supposed to be conducted from four to five
p.m. My watch shows 4:55."

"I've been runnin' these auctions since long
before you came to town," Phil cut in angrily. "I follow the letter
of the law. Auction begins at four and continues until all
properties are disposed of or five o'clock. Whichever comes first.
Period." Phil gathered up his papers and stalked back into the
courthouse.

Condor turned to me, changing tactics with a
sweep of his white hat. "Forgive me, Miss Jordan. I have a client
who expressed a sudden interest in the property. A very wealthy
client. I'm sure we can come to some agreement." He smiled
winningly. He had the sparkling white teeth of a TV star.

I tamped down another giggle. I just
couldn't get that big rooster out of my head. "I'm sorry, Mr.
Condor, but I've been waiting to buy Marlton House for months.
It'll be my biggest restoration to date, and frankly, I stand to
make a lot more than ten percent. Bring your client by when it's
finished, and I'll consider an offer then."

His smile faltered a little. "Twenty
percent. Final offer." He stuck out his hand for me to shake.

I shook my head.

Condor withdrew his hand and pointed a long
finger at me. "You've gotten lucky on a few junked-up old houses.
That's not going to keep the wolf away from Grandma's door for
long, missy. The whole town knows you're just one flop away from
the poorhouse. This game's for the big boys."

I could feel steam coming from my ears.
"That so? Well, I'd put any one of my restored Vics against all
your two-bit cardboard condos. This is what actual work looks
like." I wiggled my calloused hands in his face. "You wouldn't know
anything about that, would you? Too busy strutting around town,
crowing about yourself, and suckering people into houses they can't
afford."

The two guys behind me stepped up. The guy
with the hat said, "You heard the lady. Now quit squawkin' and get
walkin'. Make it quick, 'cause I'm getting a taste for fried
chicken all of a sudden."

Condor puffed himself up and turned on his
heel. As he opened the car door, he spun toward me. "You'll regret
this, Miss Jordan. I promise you."

His threat hung heavy as the Cadillac roared
away. The man in the hat patted my shoulder, saying, "Don't you
worry about that fella, sweetie. Those outta-towners are all the
same. Come in here actin' like big shots for a couple of years, and
then the cove takes the wind out of their sails. We'll send that
one packin' one day—mark my word." He nodded sagely.

His partner added, "Yep. An' if not, my wife
makes a mean chicken pot pie."

They laughed all the way back to their
pickup trucks. I mounted the steps of the courthouse and wondered
if I'd bitten off more than I could chew.

 


* * *

 


Thirty minutes later, after what seemed like
reams of paperwork, I had the keys to Marlton House in hand. The
weather was still cool despite spring's official arrival last week.
I was glad I'd worn a thermal shirt under my heavy corduroy jacket.
So I wasn't a fashion plate. Not even close. My standard uniform
consisted of a ponytail under a baseball cap, work shirt, jeans,
and steel-toed boots. I'd been accused by my more mod friends of
hiding behind my work clothes.

They didn't understand that I was already
working handicapped by my small stature in the good ole boy world
of construction. No need to draw more attention to myself. And my
generous curves had a way of attracting trouble all on their own.
The few times I'd ventured around town in anything but my work
clothes had been a disaster. Case in point: the tube-top
incident.

To be fair to myself, my understanding of
tube-top design had been limited to pictures of waif-like models in
magazines. I now had an up-close-and-personal understanding of the
less than supportive nature of the garment. Unfortunately, so did
the checkout clerk at the grocery store.

My phone vibrated. A glance at the screen
confirmed it was my grandmother, reminding me to pick up the
flowers. Despite being ninety-two, Janiece Jordan (don't ever call
her Janice) had embraced technology. Gram hadn't married
until she was almost thirty, and said she'd relented and married my
grandfather because he could beat her at gin rummy and knew how to
hold his liquor and his tongue. My father had been a late-in-life
baby. But sadly, my grandfather had died of a heart attack before
my father was out of diapers, and Gram had been left to raise him
alone. Gram kept with the old ways, as in back when there was
plenty of money and there were servants at the family estate of
Rockgrove. She didn't feel our deteriorating financial situation
should change her high standards, and she continued to run the
household with the clockwork accuracy and attention to detail of a
first-class hotel. Fresh flowers on Friday were a must. And not
just any old flowers would do. They had to be from a specific local
florist. Sigh.

I didn't mind picking up flowers for Gram.
In fact when Millie Mason was the owner of Some Enchanted Florist,
I looked forward to it. Millie had been the town gossip, always
having a little nugget of interesting information for her clients.
I'd bought two of my houses because of tips from Millie. The new
owner, however, was no Millie.

I rounded the corner and nodded to two
elderly women from Gram's quilting group. I crossed the street and
glanced up at the sign for Some Enchanted Florist. I had to admit,
grudgingly, that the lighted, professionally designed sign was an
improvement on Millie's old hand-painted one. I also liked the
display of grab-and-go bouquets on the sidewalk and the hanging
plants beside the glass door. It made you feel like you were
walking through a garden as you entered the store.

No, there was nothing wrong with the shop.
It was the new owner, George Fontaine, who grated on my nerves. His
foreign mannerisms bordered on affectation. His glossy, perfectly
coifed black hair. His ridiculous wardrobe. The man wore tailored
suits to work in a flower shop! And he called me Alexandra. Nobody
called me Alexandra except Gram. Yep, the man was a kook with a
capital K.

His mysterious appearance a year ago as the
new owner of the shop had been a source of town gossip for months.
Anyone new to Danger Cove drew notice, but George's cultured
personality and upscale wardrobe had townspeople calling him
"highfalutin." Not to mention, he didn't seem to know a whole lot
about being a florist. Millie had agreed to stay on and help with
the transition for a couple of months. And while Millie
complimented his design ideas, she shook her head at his technique.
He clearly had not been a florist by trade but offered no hints
about his life before Danger Cove. Eventually, Millie's stamp of
approval and his unfailing good manners and hospitality had been
enough to win over the town. Unfortunately for me, once George had
passed the town sniff-test, he was Bachelor Number One on Gram's
list of eligible men. Gram's matchmaking was reaching epic
proportions with the passing of each year. She just couldn't
understand why I'd prefer digging around old houses to having a
husband and a family.

The tinkling of bells sounded as I opened
the door. I was in olfactory overload as the scent of dozens of
varieties of flowers hit my nose. George looked up. A beaming smile
lit his face as he came out from behind the old-fashioned glass
case with a wide Formica countertop.

"I have something special for Janiece this
week," he said without preamble. He walked over to the cooler and
pulled out a large bundle of flowers. "Velvet pink dendrobium
orchids mixed with all the usual suspects, of course."

The flowers were beautiful as always, but I
couldn't tell the difference between orchids and okra. Instead, I
took the opportunity to look for flaws in his perfectly groomed
figure. No dandruff on his wide shoulders. No gray hairs in his
ebony locks. No smudge of yellow on his starched white collar. Not
even a crease at the back of the knee on his linen slacks. How was
that even possible? Unless maybe he kept his pants on a hanger and
stood around in his underwear when there weren't any customers.

I smiled at that. He turned around and
caught me grinning. "She can smile," he said with just a hint of
sarcasm.

"Of course I can," I replied.

"Just not around me," he said with a raised
brow. Was that a shadow under his eyes?

I glared at him. "I don't usually have a lot
to smile about when I come in here." It came out a little
defensively, so I added, "But today I do. I just settled on Marlton
House."

"My congratulations. Where is the house
located?" he asked politely, but there was a weary note in his
voice. Maybe business wasn't quite measuring up to his
expectations. He didn't seem quite so lively today. "Forty-Two
South Main Street. Just around the corner from here."

George whistled softly. "That's some house.
I'd love to get a look inside." He had stepped closer when he
handed me the flowers, and I could smell his clean yet exotic
cologne. I looked up and realized I'd have to crane my neck to make
eye contact at this proximity.

I took a step back, saying, "Yeah, you and
Jack Condor both."

He gave me an odd look. "How so?" His voice
was casual, but there was an undertone of interest.

I shrugged as I handed him my credit card.
"He tried to swoop in and buy it out from under me at the
courthouse. Luckily, he was too late. He even made an offer to buy
it from me at a premium, but I'm not sure I'd have sold it to him
at any price."

George rang up my card and handed me the
receipt. "Can't say I blame you. Never trust a man who buys his
flowers at the Stop 'n Shop."

Jack Condor didn't strike me as the
flower-buying type. But I didn't have time to discuss the point if
I wanted to do a walk-through of Marlton House. It was almost dusk,
and the house didn't have the electricity on yet.

"Thanks for these." I held up the flowers,
turning toward the door. "Gram's going to love them."

"Say, how about I accompany you to Marlton
House?" George said smoothly. "I'd love to see inside, and I could
hold the flowers." He smiled at me, and his eyes twinkled. I
noticed a faint dimple in his right cheek.

I glanced pointedly at his attire. "No
offense, but you're not exactly dressed for the occasion. And don't
you have to stay here until closing?"

"These old things?" He waved a hand and
stepped in front of me, flipping the sign over to
Closed.

"After you, Alexandra," he said, holding the
door open and taking the flowers from my arms.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Although there was a chill in the air, the
outdoor cafes downtown were filled near to capacity with tourists
enjoying the last few moments of sunshine. My stomach grumbled as
we passed the Cinnamon Sugar Bakery; I looked in longingly. I was
starving, and a nice hot croissant would pick me right up. But time
was wasting, and I had no intention of having a tête-à-tête with
George.

The wind picked up as we turned the corner,
and Marlton House came into view. It was a true Painted Lady. The
steep roof, circular tower, and porch with decorative gables
defined it as a classic Queen Anne. The style was one of the more
recognizable Victorian designs that blended a cottage feel with the
unabashed adornment of the Victorian era. Right now, though, the
Painted Lady was showing her age. Peeling paint, sagging roof,
shingles hanging askew at odd angles. She needed a full
facelift.

"So what's your interest in Marlton House?"
I asked. Aside from the occasional comment about a passerby, George
had been silent on the walk over.

"I'm from Boston originally, but my family
moved around a lot. I grew up in Europe, London mostly, and I've
lived in similar houses. Examples of European architecture of the
period. It's interesting to see the American versions. Besides," he
said, turning toward me, "these houses have character, and I'm a
sucker for anything with character."

He flashed a dimple at me. I wondered
briefly if he was flirting with me. "Well that explains your
accent," I said to cover my flash of embarrassment.

"What accent?" he asked. "I'm as American as
apple pie." He held out his arms.

I made a face. "Yeah, an apple pie wrapped
in upper crust."

He laughed at my joke. It was warm and
throaty and left me even more uncomfortable.

I was glad when we reached Marlton House.
The overgrown shrubbery obscured the large plate glass windows that
graced the front of the house. Only the heavy, weathered double
door was visible as we wound our way around the brick walkway and
up the dilapidated stairs onto the porch.

George's Italian loafer crunched through a
stair, and he stumbled. I glanced down at the scuffed shoe and
dirty cuff of his linen pants. "This place's got character, all
right. Could you try not to bust it up anymore than necessary? I
own it now, remember?"

George smiled sheepishly. "Will do." He
pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dusted his pants off.

I rolled my eyes. Who carried a handkerchief
around anymore? Jeez. I fumbled in my pocket for the old-fashioned
iron key. At the top of my to-do list was having the locksmith in
to change the locks. The original ones provided almost no security.
I noticed with surprise that a real estate agent's lockbox was
attached to the front door. The house hadn't been available for
viewings once it went to sheriff's sale last month. I hadn't been
able to do more than peek in the windows and survey the grounds.
Which made this flip riskier than most.

The lock gave a squeal as I turned the key.
I shoved hard against the warped door. Nothing happened. I put my
shoulder into it and gave it another go. The door didn't budge.

"Allow me," George said, stepping in front
of me.

Sure, why not. "Be my guest." I stepped
aside.

George looked at the door, running his hand
along the edge near the top. He banged hard with his fist and then
turned the knob and pushed. The door gave a groan as it swung
inward. Creak. Creak. Creeeak. It got louder
the wider George pushed it open.

"I don't suppose you brought a flashlight?"
he asked, peering into the shadowy gloom.

I reached into my jacket and pulled out a
small but powerful flashlight. "Wouldn't make me much of a
contractor if I didn't."

I flipped the light on and walked through
the front door. The air was stuffy and smelled of old wood, mold,
rotting linens, and something else I couldn't quite put my finger
on at the moment. I shined my light around the large foyer. It was
amazing.

"Is that marble?" George asked, peering down
at the floor.

I crouched down and ran my hand over the
dirty floor. It was cool and smooth. I used my jacket sleeve to rub
a clean circle and shined the light on it. "Yep. Wow—this is a lot
of marble." I followed the floor all the way to the sweeping
staircase. These types of features, original high-end finishes,
could up the value through the roof.

"Beautiful," he said sincerely. I shined the
light over at him.

"Thanks." My flashlight caught on the
intricate mahogany paneling coated with dust and grime, but
salvageable. There were two large stained glass windows that
followed the rise of the stairs up to a magnificent landing and
then on up to the second floor.

There was a receiving room or parlor off one
side of the foyer. This room had an oversized fireplace, boarded up
windows, and rotting green shag carpet over the hardwood
floors.

"Looks like this place had a 1970's update,"
George observed.

I pointed my light at the ceiling. "Crap.
Looks like we've got water damage up there."

George walked over to the heavy
orange-and-green curtains and gave them a tug. "I'll let some light
in so you can get a closer look."

I saw the curtain rod buckle and let out a
yell. Too late. I rushed over to George, now covered in yards of
musty old fabric. I dug through the layers and helped him sit
up.

"Are you okay?" I shined the light on him as
he got to his feet. His hair stuck up in several places, and a fine
coating of dust gave him a spectral-like quality. His linen pants
were wrinkled, his jacket stained, and his white cotton shirt was a
sickly shade of gray.

He coughed and sputtered. "I'm fine…I'm
fine." Then he gave me a wry look. "Twenty minutes with you and
look at me. I'll be lucky not to get picked up for vagrancy on my
way home."

"Yeah, you don't look so hot. I'm not sure
you're cut out for the rehab business."

He pulled out his handkerchief and dabbed at
his face. I shook my head. What a dandy. "Nonsense. A little dirt
isn't going to slow me down. Lead on." He pointed toward the
foyer.

I shrugged. "You're a glutton for
punishment."

"So I've been told," he replied
cryptically.



* * *

 


The kitchen had also been redone in the
1970s and sported matching avocado-green appliances, brown laminate
cabinets, electric-orange countertops, and a hole in the ceiling
that was large enough to see the waning sunlight through. Nothing I
couldn't fix, of course. But the dollars were adding up faster than
a New York taxi meter in rush-hour traffic. The kitchen's gleaming
tin ceiling was its only redeeming feature, and it would need
intricate repair work once the hole was patched.

"Whoa," George said, "you've got your work
cut out for you in here."

"Yeah, I knew it would be a gut job. All
these old places are, but I'll probably use that soapstone sink and
some of the fixtures. And just look at the beautiful tin ceiling."
My mind was suddenly racing with all the possibilities of the room.
Move the sink over to the window. Put an island down the
middle.

"You really do love your job, don't you?" He
was looking at me with admiration in his eyes.

"Don't you?" I asked curiously.

He thought about it. "I'm satisfied with my
job. But it's not quite the same." Our eyes held for a moment too
long.

I fidgeted and turned away, heading back
toward the hall. There was a powder room under the stairs, sans
toilet. "That's a little odd," George commented.

I glanced in. "Happens more often than you'd
think."

"A secondary toilet market?" he asked
quizzically.

"Couldn't say, but these houses are always
missing a toilet or two," I replied.

We found an enormous ballroom divided by
massive pocket doors. The floors were badly scarred, but the rest
of the room was in good order. Unfortunately, the solarium off the
back of the ballroom was not in as good of shape. Most of the
windows were broken. I wasn't sure I'd be able to afford to repair
them. I might end up tearing that down. Something I hated to
do.

"Well, this is a real shame," George
murmured looking around. "We had a solarium in our home in London.
The things you could grow there in the dead of winter. Truly
extraordinary."

His serious, articulate voice contrasted
sharply with his grimy, disheveled appearance. I giggled. "You look
ridiculous."

He pursed his lips. "Kicking a man when he's
down? What would Janiece say?"

I narrowed my eyes. "She'd say, and I quote,
'You play with fire, don't whine about getting burned.'"

He laughed. "I can hear her saying that. And
that horrible bird of hers squawking in agreement. Every time she
calls me to change her order, all I can hear is that bird
haranguing her in the background."

"Smitty takes some getting used to," I
agreed. Gram's sixty-year-old parrot was a bit eccentric, to say
the least. She'd acquired him when she'd married my grandfather.
Gram said he went with the house. So I suppose if anything happened
to Gram, I was next in the bird inheritance line. Oh joy.

"That," George said, returning my smile, "is
an understatement. I know he's had a long life, but he looks to be
at death's door. I wouldn't think living at Rockgrove would've been
so taxing on the poor thing."

"According to Gram, he was never much to
look at, and he's a bit more bedraggled lately," I admitted. "But
he's got personality." Although I didn't exactly love the bird, I
didn't like to hear strangers talking trash about the family
mascot.

"Touché," George said with a wave of his
hand. "Throwing my words back at me. What's that look for?"

I couldn't contain myself another moment.
"Who says things like 'touché'? It's like you walked out of a Monty
Python skit. Who are you?"

George stared at me for a long minute.
"That's an interesting question." He nodded and left the room. I
hurried behind him with the flashlight.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

I caught him as he started to climb the
stairs. "It means it's nearly dark, and we've still got the second
story to look over. However, I'd love to have a more detailed
discussion over dinner sometime."

The invitation caught me off guard. "Are you
asking me out?"

"If I did," he said looking down at me,
"what would you say?"

"Probably no," I answered honestly.

"Then I won't ask you now." He turned and
started up the stairs.

"Hey," I yelled, following him, "you can't
do that. You have to ask and take your chances."

"You'll have to show me that one in the
dating rule book," he said, not breaking his stride.

I grumbled all the way up the staircase,
forgetting to check for damage. Who did he think he was? Mr. Preppy
was going to teach me about dating? No way.

We made our way through the five bedrooms.
Two had been part of the 1970's renovation. Thankfully, the other
three just needed new windows and a fresh coat of paint.
Unfortunately, the master bathroom had been part of the
renovation.

"They had a penchant for avocado, didn't
they?" George said, peering over my shoulder.

"Yeah, a real penchant," I said with an eye
roll. This guy.

We left the master bedroom and headed down
the hallway. "What's that smell? I don't recognize it."

George sniffed delicately. "That's strange."
He sniffed again.

"What's strange?" I asked.

"It smells like lime."

"Lime? Like the citrus fruit?"

George shook his head. "No, like the lime
farmers spread on fields."

I sniffed again. "It smells weird. Like
sickly sweet."

We reached the hallway bathroom, and I
turned the crystal knob. The door creaked and swung open. The smell
was stronger in here. The bathroom was tiled in black and white
subway tiles from ceiling to floor. A toilet and sink sat in one
corner, and a huge claw-foot tub stood in the other, with an old
shower curtain drawn across it.

"Score!"
I cried. "Original tub." These tubs were big, beautiful, and
indestructible. Buyers loved them. My light caught something on the
floor. A man's flip-flop.

We both stared at the incongruous object.
Why would there be a flip-flop in the bathroom? "Looks like we
might have squatters." Great, just great. Freeloaders who were
nearly impossible to get out through the court system. "What's all
that white powder?" I pointed my flashlight at the floor. There
were also small drops of something darker peppering the white
powder.

George walked into the room and leaned over
the bathtub. He didn't say anything for ten seconds. Then, "It's
definitely lime."

"Why would there be lime in the bathtub?" I
asked, walking toward him.

He held up a hand to ward me off. "To cover
up the smell of the dead guy," he said, pointing at the tub.


CHAPTER THREE

 


The police arrived within five minutes of my
9-1-1 call. Three hours later, George and I were still answering
questions. It turns out the guy in the bathtub was a Hawaiian shirt
and flip-flop wearing tourist with a bullet hole in his temple.
What he was doing fully dressed in a bathtub with no running water
was anybody's guess. The first officer on the scene had secured the
area and taken us down to the kitchen for questioning. A crime
scene team had arrived shortly thereafter and had been in the
bathroom ever since.

"Detective Marshall, it's nearly nine. If
you need anything else from Ms. Jordan or me, we'll be happy to
meet with you in the morning," George said smoothly.

The detective glared at him. "I don't know
where you're from originally, Mr. Fontaine, but around here bodies
don't just turn up in bathtubs on a regular basis."

I thought the detective was stretching the
truth a bit there. The town wasn't called Danger Cove for nothing.
We'd had more than our fair share of foul play over the years.

"Of course," George said. "I understand. I'm
just thinking of Ms. Jordan and her grandmother. I understand Mrs.
Jordan depends on her granddaughter quite a bit." George glanced
pointedly at me.

I nodded. "Yes, I really need to get home
and help her." Gram would definitely raise a brow if she'd heard
that little white lie. She was proud of her independence, and more
often than not, she was the one helping me.

I didn't know Detective Marshall personally,
but I was pretty sure his mother was in Gram's quilting group. He
must've realized the same thing. There was less machismo in his
tone when he replied, "Okay, we'll be in touch tomorrow. Don't come
back into this building for any reason until it's been cleared by
the department."

Holy crap! "How long will that be?" I
asked with rising panic. I needed to start work tomorrow if I was
going to make my deadline to get the house on the market. If I
didn't have a buyer within three months, I would have to start
paying the full mortgage instead of making interest-only payments
on the property during construction. My bank account was not
prepared for that hit.

The detective shrugged. "Couple of weeks.
Give or take. Finding the perp would speed things up
significantly." He looked hard at both of us. "So if you know
anything—and I mean anything—call us."

We walked back to my truck in silence. I
clicked the fob, and the headlights flashed. George opened the door
for me and offered me a hand as I climbed into the cab.

"You okay?" he asked.

I shook my head. "Nope. I never pictured a
dead guy holding up this project," I said in wonder. "Mold, rot,
termites, sure—but a dead guy? Never saw that one coming."

"What sort of deadline are you up against?"
he asked, staring thoughtfully back at Marlton House.

I sighed. "I've got forty-five days max to
get the house on the market. Then I cross my fingers and hope it
sells before my three-month construction loan has to be converted
to a regular mortgage."

George nodded. "Chin up, Alexandra. We'll
figure something out." He gave me a wave and walked down the
street, whistling.

As I started the engine, I wondered about
his use of the word we.

 


* * *

 


As I turned up Cliffside Drive, I gave a
grateful sigh. Rockgrove, the stately mansion that had sheltered
generations of Jordans, was just a little way down the road. Where
most people saw grand style and old-world elegance, I saw the
banister I used to slide down and the attics I played hide-and-seek
in. I parked in the detached garage and took a deep breath before
walking through the side door into the mudroom. A room Gram still
referred to as the "service entrance."

Gram was waiting to pounce as I entered.
"Did you hear there was a murder downtown?"

I handed her the bedraggled flowers and
plunked down in the nearest armchair. "I heard."

"Where have you been? Why didn't you answer
my texts?"

I glanced up at her. There wasn't a hair out
of place on her powder-white head. She was still dressed in a
well-tailored pantsuit. Gram wouldn't dream of changing into
something more comfortable until she "retired" to her rooms for the
evening.

"The police had my phone," I said.

"The police." Her cultured voice rose
several octaves. "What is going on, Alexandra?"

I held up a hand. "I need something to eat
and a beer. It's been quite a day."

"Then we'd better head to the kitchen. I had
Dolly wrap up a plate for you."

Dolly had been Gram's cook since I was a
little girl. She was more companion than cook now. Over time the
household staff had been downsized from a dozen to just Dolly. I'd
delicately mentioned the expense of keeping any household staff on
several occasions to Gram, and the topic had been shut down without
discussion.

I put my plate into the microwave and then
popped the top on a beer. It was heavy, dark, and hopsy. Heavenly.
Gram tapped her manicured nails impatiently on the countertop.

"The good news first," I said, making a
little toast with my beer. "You are looking at the proud new owner
of Marlton House."

Gram nodded as if she'd expected no less
from her family. "And the bad news."

"The house came with a little surprise—a
dead guy in the bathtub."

"Oh my," Gram said and took a seat at the
oversized butcher-block kitchen table.

"Yep." I took another swig of beer. I spent
the next fifteen minutes answering her questions and eating a
melt-in-your-mouth chicken casserole.

"I'm so sorry, dear. You've been doing such
a wonderful job with your business. It's a shame to see it in
jeopardy. Perhaps George will be able to help."

"I'm not sure what help George could be.
He's not exactly…" I searched for the right word. "The manly,
catch-a-murderer type."

Gram tutted. "He's just the type," she
insisted. "Why, he reminds me of William Powell from The Thin
Man series. So dashing and smart."

I shook my head. Gram loved her old
black-and-white movies. The Thin Man series featuring Nick
and Nora Charles was one of her favorites. "Wasn't Nick Charles
drunk all the time?"

Gram waved her hand. "Everyone was drunk
back then. And we all smoked like chimneys," she added with a
laugh.

"Sounds like fun." I gave her a smile, and
she patted my hand.

"You have no idea, dear."

"Where's Smitty?" I asked, glancing around
the kitchen.

"I put him in the parlor and covered his
cage. He's been such a rascal today. He stole half a pimento loaf
sandwich off the counter and called Dolly a wench when she tried to
take it away from him. I haven't seen him so riled up since we took
him to the vet."

Smitty was usually pretty low-key. As a
whole, sixty-year-old parrots didn't have a lot of pep in their
step. Last year, we had taken Smitty to the vet because of a
persistent wheeze. This was only the second time in Smitty's long
life he'd been to a vet. The first time was fifteen years ago when
he'd broken his wing chasing the neighbor's cat around the
backyard.

I laughed. "He called the vet a varmint and
bit his ear."

"Poor man, he didn't know what to do with
our Smitty, did he?" Gram asked with a smile.

The bird had flown wildly around the small
office, cursing and knocking things over. The vet, who had never
seen a sixty-year-old parrot before, gave us some antibiotics and
recommended an avian specialist in Seattle if we had any further
needs.

I put my plate into the dishwasher and
grabbed a second beer from the fridge. "I'll let him out for a
little while."

Gram rose and put a hand to her back. "Well,
I'm exhausted. I think I'll retire for the night. I'm so sorry for
your troubles, dear." She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the
cheek. The smell of Shalimar drifted softly in her wake, stirring
up childhood memories.

I watched her wobble a bit as she made her
way across the kitchen and wondered how much longer I'd have her.
Gram had been my world since I was born. My parents had died in a
car accident when I was an infant. Instead of retiring to Florida
with her friends, Gram had started over again, raising a baby in
her sixties. It hadn't been easy for either of us, but as Gram
liked to say, "We'd muddled through nicely."

I passed from the kitchen into the room Gram
called the parlor. It was more of a den with a wide stone fireplace
and big windows that faced the Pacific Ocean. There were large,
weathered leather couches and oversized armchairs littered with
throw pillows and handmade afghan blankets. I flicked on the TV and
made my way to Smitty's cage. He fluffed his feathers and stirred
as he heard me approach.

I pulled the heavy cover off. The cage was a
giant brass and iron antique that could've housed three birds
comfortably. Gram added little toys and decorations to keep Smitty
entertained, but the bird rarely played with any of them. He
preferred to fly around the house, cursing at us.

"How's my Smitty?" I asked in a baby
voice.

"Bloody hell!" he squawked.

"Well, hello to you too," I said with a
laugh.

He paced back and forth on his perch. His
feathers were in worse shape than I remembered. He had never been
what you'd call an attractive bird, but over the last couple of
years his feathers had stopped growing back, leaving bald patches
in several spots. The feathers he did have were scraggly and
faded.

I opened the cage door, and he stepped out
onto my arm. I reached around and stroked his head.

He seemed to enjoy this, but crowed, "Stupid
wench, stupid wench."

I was used to his inappropriate use of the
English language. "What has you so upset today, boy?" I carried him
over to the couch and set him on the armrest. He rocked back and
forth, watching me intently.

I reached into the basket on the end table
and pulled out a handful of seeds. "Is this what you're looking
for?"

He walked over to my hand, murmured, "Bloody
hell," and picked out a mouthful of seeds. Gram and I had tried to
teach him new words over the years or at least to use words more
appropriately. Nothing had worked. He'd only seemed to pick up more
bad words along the way. I'd made the mistake of leaving the TV on
one day while he was in his cage. We were called "dumb asses" for
the next month. Gotta love cable TV.

I flipped on the local news and caught a
glimpse of Marlton House. I turned up the volume and cringed as the
reporter recounted the story of the body in the bathtub. A dead
body definitely wasn't going to be a selling feature. As he
described how the body had been found, photos of George and me from
our business websites appeared on the screen. "An inside source has
confirmed that Ms. Jordan just purchased the house at auction
today. This source also indicated some irregularities with the
purchase. I'm sure authorities will be looking into this as part of
the murder investigation."

What! Irregularities with the purchase. My
head spun. Jack Condor was behind this—guaranteed. I yelled a few
choice words at the TV and then clapped my hand over my mouth.
Smitty!

He looked over at me quizzically. He bobbed
his head and chortled in his throat as if preparing to practice his
new words. "Don't you dare." I pointed my finger at him.

He flapped his wings at me and chortled some
more.

He let out a loud squawk and then said
clearly, "Murder."

I shivered and stared at him.

"Murder, murder, murder," he chanted,
flapping his wings.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


I awoke with a start. Sunlight streamed
through the lace curtains. Somewhere in the house a clock ticked. I
settled back on my pillow and stared at the top of my canopy bed.
My childhood room had become my adult room when I'd moved back in
with Gram after college. We'd tried to give it a more mature vibe.
Creamy walls with walnut trim and warm cinnamon accents throughout.
New bedding and pictures, but it still looked the same to me, and
that was just fine. Gram had fussed a little about moving me into
the larger room at the end of the hall. But this room suited me
better.

I yawned and stretched. Time to get this day
started. I was officially declaring this a no-drama day. No bodies,
no police, no problems. I had some touch-up work to finish on the
Victorian I'd just sold. We were scheduled for closing in a couple
of weeks. After that, finances would loosen up, and I'd be able to
breathe again. That was, if I could keep Marlton House on
schedule.

As I dressed, I thought about last night.
Smitty's squawks of "murder, murder" had really rattled me. In the
light of day I realized that the bird had just been repeating what
the newscaster had said. But still, the timing couldn't have been
worse. I'd scurried back to my room, taken a shower, and jumped
between the sheets, my head covered with the blanket just like when
I was kid. It seemed silly now, but last night had been no
joke.

I brushed my teeth in my en suite (one of my
favorite upgrades) and pulled my long brown hair into a ponytail.
Contrary to what Gram said, I did use some makeup. Lip gloss, a
swipe of mascara, and a dusting of bronzer. I wanted to present a
professional image even if I was in a nontraditional field for
women.

I decided to walk to the house I called
"Sticks and Stones" because of its stone and wood facade. The house
was about a half mile if I walked along the rocky beach that hugged
the Danger Cove inlet, or three miles if I took the road. I said
hello to Dolly in the kitchen and grabbed a piece of homemade
banana bread. Gram wouldn't be receiving any company until at least
ten o'clock. She ate breakfast in bed, read mail, and piddled
around her room like Lady of the Manor. I pulled my backpack
of tools off the pegboard near the back door and started toward the
cliffs.

"Tell Gram I'll see her for lunch," I called
to Dolly.

Dolly gave me a flour-covered wave, saying,
"Making chicken soup and biscuits today."

"Score!" I said with a grin and waved
good-bye.

The walk to Sticks and Stones was not as
perilous as it looked. Rockgrove sat up on the highest point of the
Danger Cove inlet, looking down from the cliffs at the crashing
water below. However, there was a well-worn path that twisted and
turned along the jagged incline that led to a rocky beach.

I descended the cliff with barely a thought
about the dangerous pathway. I kept thinking about the guy in the
bathtub. Who was he? Who'd killed him? What the heck was he doing
in Marlton House?

I didn't have much faith in the police
force. They were more interested in ticketing tourists and
requisitioning the latest in law enforcement gadgetry than actually
investigating a case. According to the news, most big cases were
eventually passed off to the big boys in Seattle. The local guys
didn't see enough real crime to know what to do with a murder
investigation. Not that they were all incompetent, but I couldn't
afford to have the Marlton House renovation held up for months
while they figured it out.

I clenched my teeth. As much as it pained me
to think it, maybe George had been right. Maybe I needed to take
matters into my own hands. I could at least try to prove there was
no connection between the dead tourist and the house. It shouldn't
be too hard, right? My mind whirled with possibilities. Maybe the
tourist was being chased, and he found a way into Marlton House to
hide from his pursuer. Or the murderer could've dumped his body in
the bathtub after killing him somewhere else, knowing it would be
days before the body would be found.

I stopped suddenly and stared at the
cropping of rocks that jutted out of water about fifteen feet from
shore. During high tide the rocks were completely hidden under the
rough surf. But at low tide they were jaggedly visible. Something
dark and large had washed up on the rocks. I squinted—it looked
like a big pile of clothes.

I shook my head. People were such jerks. Who
would dump a bunch of junky clothes in the ocean? I started to walk
on when something white against the pile of rags caught my eye. A
hand rested against the side of a large rock. A human hand.

I kicked off my boots and pulled off my
jacket. I debated calling 9-1-1 first, but the current was fast in
the cove, and an unconscious person could easily be swept away. I
dove into the ice-cold water and swam smoothly out to the
outcropping. I'd been a lifeguard in high
school and college. My skills were a little rusty, but I was
confident in my ability to pull the victim to safety.

I ignored the numbing cold and cut through
the water with smooth, even strokes. As I got closer, I saw another
hand grasping a ragged piece of the rock. A head with short blond
hair rested unmoving against the hard surface. Gasping and shaking,
I scrambled up onto the rocks and grabbed at the cold hand. I felt
a pulse. Strong and rhythmic.

"Sir, can you hear me?" I slapped at the
man's hand and grabbed a handful of his shirt as I tried to pull
him out of the water. No response.

I shouted louder and leaned his head back to
check his airway. It lolled to one side. Oh boy. I was going to
have to rescue-swim this guy back to shore. It had definitely been
a while since I'd practiced that maneuver.

Clasping one arm under his arms and around
his chest, I pushed off from the rock, floating on my back and
pulling him along with me. I panicked for a second as his weight
threatened to push me under the waves. Then I took a calming breath
and gave a mighty pull with my left arm. We moved a few inches.
This was going to take a while.

It felt like it took hours to reach the
shoreline. We washed ashore on our backs. I felt a sharp pain as
one of the jagged rocks caught my shoulder. Shivering and shaking,
I dragged the unconscious man up onto the sandy beach. I threw my
jacket over him, pulling my cell phone from the front pocket.

"Yes, I've just pulled a man out of the
water. I'm on the beach about a quarter mile from Rockgrove. He's
unconscious but breathing." I hung up and seconds later heard the
local fire department siren. In situations like this it was good to
live in a small town.

I leaned over the man. He was blond with
strong features and full lips. There was a gash over one eye, but
his skin looked flush and healthy. I felt his pulse again. Still
strong and steady.

"Sir," I said, patting his cheek. "Can you
hear me?" I said more loudly. "You've been in an accident. Can you
tell me your name?"

Nothing. The sound of sirens was drawing
closer. I dug around in the pockets of his leather jacket. No
wallet. I opened the jacket wider and felt behind his back, trying
to pat down his pants pockets. Zip. During my pat down, I noticed
with a flush that his body was hard and lean. I wondered what color
his eyes were. Ice blue, I'd bet.

I leaned over him again to listen for his
breathing. "Who are you?" I whispered, inches from his lips.

His eyes flashed open, and his arms wrapped
around my waist, pulling me toward him. In one swooping move he
flipped me onto my back and pinned my arms over my head. I shrieked
and fought against him. He pressed his body to mine, stilling my
movements.

His eyes were ice blue. And they were angry.
Or was that fear?

"What did you do to me?" he growled.

"Uh…well, I saved your life for a start. Now
get off of me!" I shouted.

"Not until you answer some questions." His
eyes flashed. He pressed my arms farther back. "Where am I?"

I stared dumbly at him. "You don't know
where you are?" I asked.

He shook his head.

"You're in Danger Cove. I found you
unconscious on the rocks in the water. You're lucky it was low
tide, or you'd have been washed out to sea." I couldn't believe the
guy I'd rescued was roughing me up like I was a pickpocket or
something.

He looked confused for a minute. And then he
rolled off of me and sat down in the sand, his arms resting on his
knees. He stared out at the water. "Do you know who I am?" he asked
quietly.

I was standing up now, brushing sand off of
myself and grabbing my jacket. The ambulance and police were
pulling onto the beach at the far end. "You're an ungrateful jerk
who just accosted the woman who saved his life."

He glanced up at me. "Yeah, sorry about
that." He felt around in his pockets. Looked inside his jacket.

"I didn't find any ID," I said. "I'm Alex. I
live in the big house at the top of the cliff." I pointed to
Rockgrove. "What's your name?"

He started to say something then stopped. He
looked out at the water and said, "I have no idea."

 


* * *

 


"How's it possible this dude doesn't know
his own name?" Big Ron asked as he expertly nailed a piece of trim
around the giant stone fireplace.

I shrugged. "The doctors say it's
trauma-induced amnesia." I continued scouring the fireplace
hardware with a wire brush.

Big Ron made a face. "I'm tellin' you,
there's something fishy about this guy's story." Big Ron always
thought there was something fishy going on. He came from a family
of watermen. But being six eight wasn't exactly conducive to
working in the tight confines of the family fishing boat, so Ron
had become a carpenter. We'd gone to high school together, but we
hadn't really run in the same circles, with Ron being three years
older than me and part of the jock crowd. He'd been my right-hand
man since I'd gone into business for myself two years earlier. I
believed the key to our symbiotic relationship was that we both
took on a project with one focus in mind: to finish on time and on
budget. And we weren't distracted by all the entanglements that
went along with serious relationships. Nope, we were single-minded
and single. A winning team for sure.

I held up the hardware. "Do you think
this'll look good if I spray paint it black?"

Big Ron nodded and continued, "Fellows don't
just wash up on the shore with amnesia. That happens on TV. Not in
real life."

He had a point, but this wasn't the first
body to wash up on the shores of Danger Cove. "Gram said back when
she was a girl, sailors would wash up on shore every year or so. I
guess there were a lot more ships hauling troops and goods.
Unfortunately, most of them were dead. It's amazing this guy
survived the rocks if he did fall off a ship."

Big Ron pointed his hammer at me. "You're
makin' my point. Ain't no way that guy fell off a boat and washed
up on the rocks. He'd a died."

"Well, he was alive and well and eating a
turkey sandwich when I left the hospital."

Big Ron gave a hrmp! of disbelief and
continued nailing.

The hospital staff had started calling the
man John. Gram had shown up as I was getting ready to leave. She
had phoned her one friend who could still drive to take her to the
hospital. Alice Sweeney had raced over in her red convertible and
whisked Gram over to see the "mystery man," as she called him.
Thankfully, the first responder at the hospital was Detective
Ohlsen, a seasoned officer with a calm demeanor and kind eyes. I
don't think I could've handled Detective Marshall a second day in a
row. I'd stayed long enough to give a statement to Detective
Ohlsen, who seemed doubtful as he took down my information, but
only said mildly, "You've had yourself a busy twenty-four hours,
Miss Jordan."

Although I'd lost a couple hours of work
with the rescue and running home to change into dry clothes, I
didn't want to keep Big Ron too late on a Saturday. The settlement
walk-through was scheduled for Tuesday, so we'd have time Monday to
finish the last few items on the punch list. I also had some
errands to run, and I'd missed lunch.

"You want to come with me to Tucker's and
see if he's got anything new in?" I asked Big Ron as I pulled on my
backpack.

"That boy makes my head spin. Course he's
always got good salvage. But I'm gonna pass today. I've got a date
tonight. Think I'll get a haircut." He smoothed his unruly curls
sheepishly.

I glanced over in surprise. "Anybody I
know?"

He blushed. "Naw, just a waitress I met out
on the pier."

Huh. "Well, good luck."

I don't know what surprised me more. Finding
two bodies in the last day or the fact that Big Ron had a date.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


I headed into town to grab a bite to eat and
nose around the reclaimed materials store. I found most of my
doors, windows, period fixtures, and other vintage decor for my
flips at One Man's Trash. The ramshackle store was located a few
blocks out of town near the industrial area and housed a hoarder's
haven of junk. It also had an eclectic collection of antiques, used
furniture, off-beat artwork, and other oddities.

Sanford and Son had nothing on Tucker
Sloan's store. Tucker was born twenty years too late to be a flower
child, but nobody had the heart to tell him.

"Far out, it's Alex," he greeted me.

I waved. "What's the word, Tucker?"

He smiled and shook his dreads. "Word is,
you've been bagging bodies all over town. The Man been asking
questions about your whereabouts."

"Shouldn't listen to gossip. It ain't cool."
We parlayed back and forth like this whenever I stopped by the
store. It gave me a chance to practice my hippie-speak.

Tucker made the peace sign. "Got some nice
old doors in yesterday," he said, thankfully changing the subject.
"Wanna take a look?"

I spent the next hour digging through piles
of old doors before finally finding a mahogany masterpiece. It was
scarred but salvageable. I was sure I could use it in Marlton
House. If I ever got back in there to do any work, that was.

As I paid for the door, Tucker said, "You
know that guy in your bathtub was in here Wednesday."

My jaw dropped. "Are you serious? Did you
tell the police?"

Tucker nodded. He squinted with effort to
remember the conversation. "Yep. But they didn't seem real
interested in what I had to tell them. The guy was only in here for
ten minutes, and he paid in cash. Didn't have much rap for me." He
shrugged.

"Well, he must've said something," I
insisted. "What did he buy?"

Tucker's eyes lit up. "You know the
detective didn't even ask me that. It was that new guy. The young
one, Officer Faria. He was just worried about the time, and did I
see any ID or credit cards."

"And," I prompted. Tucker tended to swerve
out into left field.

"He bought a box."

"A box?" I asked. "What kind of box?"

"A small wood one. Six inches by four
inches. I know because I had to measure five boxes before I found
one the right size."

"Did he say what he needed the box for?"

"Hey, you know I'm a friendly guy. I like to
make convo with the customers. So, of course I asked him about it.
You know what he said to me?" Tucker paused.

"What?"

"You don't want to know."

I sighed. "Yes, Tucker, I do. What did he
need it for?" Jeez, this guy should put the pipe down once in a
while.

"No," Tucker said with a laugh. "That's what
this cat said. 'You don't want to know.' Like he's a secret agent
man or something. Far out, huh?"

I paid Tucker and digested the information
in silence. Tucker helped me wrangle the door into the flatbed of
my truck. I thanked him and fired up the engine. Time to get
something to eat and do some serious thinking. What had the tourist
needed a box for? And why all the mystery?

I turned around and headed back to Main
Street and found a parking space outside the Cinnamon Sugar Bakery.
A little sugar and caffeine rush was in order to get my tired brain
working. I got lucky and snagged one of the few tables by the
window. Sometimes I felt out of place in my construction gear
surrounded by the pink walls and lacy curtains, but the amazing
food helped me feel right at home. I gave a wave to Riley, the
owner, saying, "Any chocolate bottom pie left?"

"Always. Black coffee?" she asked.

"You know it."

Riley gave me a knowing look as she set a
huge piece of pie in front of me. "Heard you've had a rough couple
of days. Thought you could use a little extra."

"You are so right. Thanks!" I took my first
bite and sighed with satisfaction. The pie melted in my mouth.

A voice behind me said, "Is this seat
taken?"

I looked up. George was standing over me
with a cup of coffee and some sort of pastry. He was dressed in
what passed for business casual for George. He had on a Lacoste
polo shirt of bright aqua and his trademark perfectly smooth linen
slacks.

"Sure you want to risk it?"

He smiled and pulled out the chair. "I hear
you found another body." He said it casually, but his eyes were
alert.

I took another bite of my pie. "Thankfully,
a live one."

"Sounds like he's quite a catch. Tall,
blond, and buff." He wiggled his eyebrows at me.

I stared at him. "Looking for a date,
George?"

His face dropped, and he actually looked
offended. "Why would you say that?"

"Really? Maybe you'd better start recording
yourself. You're pushing the metrosexual envelope." I waved my fork
at his attire.

He looked down at his shirt. "I'm not
metrosexual. I just dress nice for work. Just because you run
around town like a street urchin doesn't mean everyone else
should."

I put my fork down. "I'm a contractor. I
wear appropriate clothes for my job. And they're clean and
tidy."

George looked pointedly at my grease- and
grime-streaked T-shirt.

"I've already changed once today, and these
were perfectly clean when I put them on a couple of hours ago," I
said defensively.

"Truce," George said, holding up his hand.
"Tell me about body number two. I've heard your Gram's
version—which is where I got the tall, blond, and buff by the
way—and now I'd like to hear yours."

"You saw Gram today?" I asked.

He nodded. "Her and her NASCAR-driver
friend. She said the flowers I sent yesterday were substandard." He
laughed.

"They weren't in very good shape when I
finally got them to her last night," I agreed. "But that wasn't
your fault."

"She's a good customer. I don't mind
replacing them. She also bought a get well bouquet for Body Number
Two." He hit his hands on the table top. "So fill me in
already."

I smiled at the playful tone of his voice.
"You're sure getting into this murder and mayhem thing. Turning
amateur sleuth?"

"I rather fancy myself as a young Hercule
Poirot."

"Yeah, and I'm Nancy Drew."

"Actually, it would have been more
appropriate to say Miss Marple, since Poirot is an Agatha Christie
character."

I pointed my fork at him. "Gram says you
remind her of William Powell from The Thin Man series."

A wide smile crossed George's face. "That's
quite a compliment. I think she's right. Nick and Nora Charles," he
mused. "How do you feel about being Mrs. Charles?"

Oh brother. "I'll tell you my version, but
it'll cost you another cup of coffee. And don't call me Nora."

I watched him as he went to the counter to
get my coffee. He moved like a lithe cat. No wasted movements and
no hurry. He was definitely in good shape. The rear view was
especially good. I gave myself a mental slap. George was not my
type. I'm not sure he was anyone's type.

He set the coffee in front of me, saying,
"Okay, now out with it."

I filled him in on my meeting with the man
on the beach. Leaving out the body-to-body contact that had
occurred. He gave a low whistle at the end of my story.

"What are the odds?" he murmured. He looked
into my eyes. "You've found two bodies in two days."

"Technically, you found the first body," I
reminded him, adding, "and the second body wasn't dead, so I don't
think you can count that." See, not as bad as it sounded.

He raised his eyebrows. "If you say so. It's
still mind boggling, to say the least."

"Yeah," I said a little dejectedly. "I'm
sure the amnesia case is slowing the investigation down on the dead
tourist. I have to get into that house and start work." I put the
final bite of pie into my mouth.

George shook his head and leaned over with
his napkin. He dabbed at my mouth. "If you spit on the napkin, I'm
going to punch you," I growled.

"You have chocolate all over your face," he
said, putting the napkin down.

I brushed at my face with the back of my
hand. "I don't know what I'm going to do if this investigation goes
on much longer. I wonder if I can petition the court or something
to get back into the house. Maybe I should talk to a lawyer, but
that could take a while too."

"I think the solution is obvious," George
replied. "We need to solve the murder ourselves."

"You're crazy," I said automatically, but
I'd already been working on angles to prove the body had nothing to
do with Marlton House. Still, trying to solve the murder?

"Hear me out," George said. "The police are
already taxed with the amnesia case and all the other day-to-day
work. We go around town, ask questions, maybe do some online
sleuthing. Nothing dangerous. What harm could it do?"

He had a point, and I could probably use
some backup if I was going to go traipsing around a crime scene.
But George wasn't exactly your partner-in-crime guy, and why would
he want to help me to begin with? "Well, I guess I could use the
help. But I don't understand—" I said slowly.

"Put 'er there, partner," George said
enthusiastically, offering me his hand and cutting off my
objections.

Whoa. I needed to put the brakes on this.
"Not so fast. Why would you want to help me investigate a murder?
We barely know each other."

George leaned back in his chair and
considered my words. I thought I saw a shadow cross his face. "I've
had my livelihood nearly ruined by things beyond my control. Coming
to Danger Cove was a fresh start for me. Not that I don't like it
here, but I miss my old life. And if I'd paid more attention to
what was going on around me, I might've had more options open to me
when it all came tumbling down."

Intrigued, I said, "What happened?"

George shook his head. "No, that's a story
I'm not ready to tell. I want to help you because I don't want to
see you hurt the way I was. It's just that simple."

We locked eyes for a few seconds. I knew
there were volumes hidden there, but I also saw a genuine desire to
help.

"Besides," he added, raising his eyebrow and
breaking the spell, "I'm dying to try my hand at William
Powell."

I couldn't help but laugh. He was
entertaining, if nothing else. I took a deep breath and jumped,
remembering my conversation with Tucker. "I already have a clue the
police don't know about."

George leaned in. "Do tell."

"The tourist was in Tucker's store on
Wednesday. The police asked what he used to pay with and if he
showed ID, but they didn't ask what he bought." I paused. "He
bought a wooden box. Exactly six inches by four inches. Tucker had
to measure five boxes before he found the right one. Makes me
wonder why the tourist needed such a specific-sized box."

George leaned back. "Interesting," was all
he said.

"Tucker asked him what it was for, and the
guy said, 'You don't want to know.' Don't you think that's a weird
thing for a stranger to say? I mean, he could've just said it was a
gift or something."

"Sounds like the guy was stressed or
nervous," George said.

I nodded. "Like maybe he wanted to talk
about it but couldn't, so he says something weird like that to
release a little pressure."

George tapped his fingers on the table,
looking lost in thought. "You know what the real question is here?"
he asked suddenly. "Where's the box?"

Our eyes locked. "In the house?" I asked
quietly.

George smiled. "I see a field trip in our
future, Mrs. Charles."

 


* * *

 


We agreed to meet at his flower shop at ten
that night. We'd walk to the back of Marlton House and look for an
unobtrusive way in. I had a key to the front door, but I wasn't
keen on being caught breaking into a crime scene. George convinced
me it wasn't breaking in since I owned the place. If we got caught,
I'd plead ignorance. Say I was just taking measurements so I could
order supplies. Yeah, at ten on a Saturday night. Admittedly, it
was a thin cover story.

I pulled up to Rockgrove and parked in my
usual spot. I unloaded the door I'd purchased from Tucker and put
it in the barn that doubled as my workshop at the back of the
property. I glanced up at the sky and caught the wispy beginnings
of storm clouds. The air was heavy. Rain was on the way. I walked
through the side door into the dusky kitchen, laid my keys on the
counter, and reached into the fridge for a beer.

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled
just as my hand grabbed the beer. I stepped back from the
refrigerator and looked up. Sitting at the big butcher-block table
facing the darkening coastline was Body Number Two. He raised a
beer to me and smiled.

His muscled arm flexed, and his chest
rippled with the motion. I saw this because he wasn't wearing a
shirt. And at the angle he was sitting behind the table I couldn't
be sure he was wearing pants either.


CHAPTER SIX

 


I closed the fridge and stared at him.

"Surprise," he said.

Was I dreaming this? "What are you doing
here?" I asked. "Shouldn't you be in the hospital?"

"They released me. I'm in perfect health,
except for the whole amnesia thing." He made a wry face.

"Why aren't you wearing a shirt?" I asked.
Wow, his chest was amazing. A light sprinkle of blond hair across
acres of rippling muscles.

He laughed. "Your grandmother is washing my
clothes."

My eyes widened, and I couldn't help
glancing down.

"Don't worry—I'm wearing a pair of sweat
pants they found for me at the hospital." He took another sip of
beer.

"But what are you doing here?" I asked. It
was just a little weird to be face-to-face with him again.

"Your grandmother invited me to stay a
couple of days." He saw my incredulous face and added, "I didn't
want to impose, but she insisted. She's quite a woman." He smiled
warmly at me.

Oh, she was something, all right. Gram was
in matchmaking overdrive. It didn't matter that we knew nothing
about this man. Not even his name! Nope, she just saw husband
material in the wavy blond hair and perfectly chiseled body. Okay,
I couldn't really blame her. He was divine. But still…

"Didn't the police or the authorities have
some place for you to stay? Not that you're not welcome here," I
added quickly.

"A social worker offered me a bed in a
Seattle homeless shelter." He made a face. "Not exactly The Ritz. I
have no money, no credit cards, nothing."

"Didn't they take your fingerprints?"

He nodded. "Good news is, I've never been
arrested in Washington state. Yeah!" He high-fived me from across
the room. "Bad news is, I don't have a Washington driver's license,
and the federal database is going to take more time to search."

"So what's next?" I asked, feeling
bewildered by this new development.

"They're putting my picture out to the media
and checking missing persons reports. Detective Ohlsen said they
should hear something in the next week or so. Pretty sad if nobody
is looking for me." His voice was low, and he stared out at the
darkening sky.

That did suck. Well, I guess it wouldn't
hurt to have him around the house for a few days. Obviously he
wasn't a criminal, and he definitely wasn't hard to look at. But I
was going to have a word or two with Gram about her latest
matchmaking scheme.

Gram came bustling into the kitchen. "I see
you've met our houseguest, Alexandra." She turned to the shirtless
man. "John, I've put your clothes in the guest bedroom. There is a
lovely bathroom if you'd like to clean up before dinner."

"Thank you, Mrs. Jordan," he said to Gram as
he stood up.

Whoa! I wasn't ready for all that. The sweat
pants hung low on his lean hips. A light sprinkling of hair
meandered down his chest and disappeared at the tie of the pants.
And he was so tall. He seemed to take the air out of the room.

"Oh my," Gram said, dabbing her forehead
with a dish towel.

"You said it," I murmured. Once he was gone
from the room, I turned on Gram. "What were you thinking, bringing
him here? He's a complete stranger who appeared in town under very
unusual circumstances. What if he's a bad guy?"

Gram gave me the look. "Really, dear, you
watch too much television. He's not a criminal, or we would've
known after they fingerprinted him. He's down on his luck and
seeking shelter. Rockgrove has provided shelter to countless
strangers over the last century. John is no different." She drew
herself up, daring me to argue with her.

"I know, Gram. It's just…" I paused, not
able to explain why I was uncomfortable, "It's an odd coincidence
after the body in the bathtub yesterday and all. Don't you
think?"

She waved her hand dismissively. "Bah.
Coincidences are nothing more than people paying attention to
everyday life. I think you're more worried about having a handsome,
eligible gentleman in the house." "Aha! You are trying to
play matchmaker." I sighed. "Gram, I've told you I don't need your
help to find a man. I'm not interested in finding a man right now.
I'm too busy with work."

"Ridiculous!" She pointed a gnarled finger
at me. "You're afraid of being in a committed relationship after
that professor you were seeing at school threw you over."

My face burned at her words. We'd never
spoken of why I'd come home from college. Never. She held up a hand
to silence my angry reply. "I know. I know. We haven't talked about
this for a long time. But it's been two years. Life goes on, dear.
I'm not going to watch you let life go by just because some idiot
man dumped you. Now help me set the table," she ordered. "Dolly
left us fried chicken, coleslaw, and potato salad for dinner."

I'd missed Dolly's chicken soup and biscuits
at lunch. No way was I going to let a row with Gram get in the way
of fried chicken. Without another word, I reached into the overhead
cabinets and pulled out three plates. I clanked them down on the
table and then piled a handful of silverware on top with a crash.
Then a thought occurred to me.

"How do you know he's eligible?" I asked,
throwing her words back at her.

Gram turned and raised an eyebrow at me. Her
face showed a moment of worry. Then a smile lit her face. "He's not
wearing a wedding ring," she said triumphantly.

"Doesn't mean he's not engaged or living
with someone. Do you really think a man like that is single?" I
shot back.

Gram had no reply. Round one to me.

 


* * *

 


I wolfed down my chicken with so much gusto
that I received several nudges under the table from Gram. I also
kept my mouth constantly full to dodge Gram's conversation
starters.

Gram: Did you know Alexandra has a
degree in fine arts?

John: I thought she was a
contractor.

Me through a mouthful of coleslaw: I
am.

Crickets: Chirp, chirp.

Gram: Well, Alexandra is much more
than a contractor. She restores old homes to their former glory.
She just purchased the Marlton House on Main Street. It's a lovely
example of Victorian Queen Anne style.

John (looking surprisingly
interested): I'd like to see that.

Me: It's currently a crime scene. I
found a body in the bathtub.

Crickets: Chirp, chirp.

Gram rushed to explain how a body ended up
in the Marlton House bathtub. I could tell from the incredulous
look on John's face that the Seattle homeless shelter was looking a
little more appealing. I was not up to any more of Gram's
matchmaking, and it was actually hard to hold a conversation with a
guy who had amnesia. I mean, what could we talk about? The
weather?

I excused myself, saying I had a headache
and wanted to get to bed early.

"But, Alexandra, it's only eight-thirty. At
least have a glass of wine with us in the parlor. Smitty hasn't met
John yet." Gram gave me a stern look, daring me to refuse. I wasn't
much of a wine drinker, but I figured I'd need a glass if I was
going to spend time with John the Mystery Man and Gram the
Matchmaker.

As soon as we entered the parlor, Smitty
started chirping. "Why's he covered up?" I asked. I reached over
and pulled off the cover, revealing the pitiful bird.

"Dolly covered him when she vacuumed in
here, and I guess she forgot to uncover him. You know how he curses
at the vacuum cleaner."

Smitty fluffed his feathers and preened.
"Bloody hell!" he croaked.

"Nice, Smitty." I didn't have to worry about
Gram's matchmaking with John. The man might have amnesia, but he
wasn't crazy. An evening with Smitty the Salty Bird and Gram should
make me the least eligible bachelorette in Danger Cove.

John leaned in for a closer look at Smitty.
Smitty leaned in for a closer look at John. They blinked at each
other for a few seconds.

"What happened to him?" John asked. "Looks
like he got in a fight with a lawnmower."

"Dumb ass!" Smitty called back.

"He called me a 'dumb ass.'" John
laughed.

Smitty took this as encouragement and began
chanting, "Dumb ass, dumb ass."

"Oh brother," I said and took a gulp of
wine.

"Now you stop that. Bad bird," Gram
chastised. She wagged her finger at Smitty. "I'll cover you back up
if you don't stop."

"Pretty bird," Smitty said to Gram. "Pretty
bird."

Gram laughed. She turned to John, saying,
"He's trying to make up and get me to call him 'pretty bird.'" Gram
turned back to the cage and opened the door. "You are a rascal, but
you're my pretty bird too."

Smitty came out and hopped onto Gram's
shoulder. He rocked back and forth and nibbled at Gram's
earlobe.

"Does he bite?" John asked me.

"Not usually. But he's a little
unpredictable. We think he's getting senile. He's over sixty."

"A sixty-year-old bird? That's incredible."
John looked at Smitty with more interest.

"They live a long time. I think the record
is close to a hundred."

"Does he know a lot of words? Other than
'dumb ass?'" John asked.

"Sorry about that. We think he belonged to a
sailor before the Jordans acquired him. His language is colorful,
to say the least."

Gram walked over to John. "Would you like to
hold him?"

John's eyes widened. "Okay, I guess." He
held out his forearm. Smitty turned his head to look at Gram and
then back at John.

"Go on and visit John," Gram said. "He's a
nice boy."

Smitty hopped hesitantly over to John's arm.
He pecked a little at the hair there. "Ouch!" John said with a
flinch. Smitty flapped his wings and then settled back down. In a
soft voice, John said to Smitty, "That's better, isn't it? You're a
pretty bird, aren't you? Yes."

Smitty seemed to still be taking his measure
of John. He walked back and forth on his shoulder and then over to
his ear. There was something in his movement that I hadn't seen
before. Almost militant. But instead of giving him a little tug
like he did with Gram, he chomped down hard on John's ear, drawing
blood.

"Get him off! He's biting my ear!"

Smitty squawked, "Bad boy! Bad boy!" He
flapped his clipped wings and tried to fly across the room. He
landed on the back of the couch.

John was holding his ear and glaring at
Smitty. "You're a bad boy!" he shouted at the bird.

"Please," Gram interjected. "It doesn't help
to yell at him. I'm so sorry. I don't know what got into him.
Alexandra, please put Smitty in his cage while I take care of
John's ear in the bathroom."

I went toward Smitty, who flapped his wings
at me and flew toward John's retreating back. "Smitty! Stop it
right now!"

"Bad boy, bad boy!" Smitty shrieked.

John slammed the door closed behind him, and
Smitty hit the door with a thud.

I gasped and ran over to the bird. He was
shaking his head and fluffing his feathers when I reached him. I
put out my arm, and he hopped on. "Are you okay?" I asked and
stroked his head.

He cooed and fluffed his feathers again.

"You're going back in your cage, bad
boy."

He squawked but didn't try to fly away. I
opened the door to his cage, and he walked in. I locked the door,
saying, "What got into you? You know better than to bite people.
John is nice."

I shook my finger at him. I'd seen him go
after other animals and, of course, the vet, but I'd never seen him
bite a visitor. It was really weird. I hated to think it, but I was
starting to believe Smitty really was getting senile.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


After the excitement of the bird attack, we
all retired to our rooms. Luckily my room was at the far end of the
house, away from Gram's room and the guest room. I didn't want to
explain where I was going.

I wore dark clothes and sneakers, my hair in
its perpetual ponytail. I crossed my fingers as I started my truck
and backed down the driveway slowly. Everyone had gone to bed an
hour ago. Hopefully they were asleep. It was a cloudy, moonless
night, which wasn't going to make breaking into Marlton House any
easier. No, it wasn't breaking in, I reminded myself. I was just
going to take measurements. You couldn't break into your own
house.

I turned down the hill and looked back at
Rockgrove in my rear mirror. It was dark; I sighed with relief. Up
ahead the town was alive with lights and sounds.

I pulled up behind Some Enchanted Florist at
10:05. The back door was lit by a floodlight. A stylish baby-blue
BMW was parked near the back entrance. George came out dressed all
in black. He looked like a cat burglar from an old movie.

"That's some outfit," I said, getting out of
my truck and closing the door.

"Oh, this old thing." He flashed me a white
smile. "Looks like you had the same idea."

I was wearing a black T-shirt and black
jeans. Not exactly the professional cat burglar attire that George
was sporting.

Come to think of it, he looked a little too
comfortable. "Now I know what you did before coming to Danger Cove.
You were a jewel thief, right?" I laughed.

He shined a small flashlight in my face.

I flinched. "Hey, get that outta my
face."

"Sorry, and to answer your question—not even
close."

I rolled my eyes. "Let's just get going
before I get cold feet," I said.

George gave me a wave. "Follow me."

We darted behind the Dumpsters in the side
alley next to the florist shop. A cat ran out from behind a can and
dashed out to the street in front of us. I shrieked.

"Really, Alexandra, try to be a little more
circumspect."

I stuck my tongue out at him. He couldn't
see me, but it still felt good.

We made it to the house without incidence.
The backyard was more overgrown than the front. Finding a way in
was not going to be easy, but walking through the front door
crisscrossed with crime scene tape was not an option.

"You have the keys, right?" George
asked.

"Of course," I replied, jingling the ring of
iron keys.

"You sound like a jailer with those
things."

"And don't you forget it." I marched forward
toward the bushes where the back door should be. George turned on
his flashlight to light the way.

There appeared to be an entrance on the back
porch, but the door was boarded up, and it looked doubtful the
porch would support our weight. All I needed right now was to fall
through a wooden floor again. The last time I'd had to get fifteen
stitches in my thigh, and Big Ron had to cut me out with a
jigsaw.

"Looks like we're going with door number
two," George remarked, shining his light on the stone stairway that
led to a basement bulkhead door. The door was padlocked, and for a
few seconds I secretly hoped I didn't have the key on my ring.

"Could it be any creepier?" I whispered as I
dug around on the key ring looking for a small padlock key. I held
one up to George's flashlight.

"That looks right," he said, taking it from
me and trying the lock.

It opened with a grating sound, and the
heavy doors swung open with a booming: Creak! Creak! The
sound was so loud I wanted to clap my hands over my ears. He got
one door open and shined his light down the dark passageway.

"Yoo-hoo!" he called. "Anybody home? Spooks,
murderers, anybody?"

I hit him in the arm. "You're getting on my
last nerve."

"Just trying to keep it light," he said with
a grin. "This is what I call an invigorating date."

"This isn't a date."

"Who says?" George shined the light in my
face again.

I swatted it away. "I say."

He laughed softly as he shined the light on
the stairs. "Ladies first."

I growled my response.

 


* * *

 


The basement was clean and in good repair.
It looked as though it had been swept recently. There were no boxes
or debris of any kind.

"This is surprising," I said. "I expected
this space to be full of crap."

"Looks like somebody was doing some spring
cleaning." He swept the light around the room. I groaned when I saw
the furnace.

"I guess it was too much to hope I'd be able
to use the heating system. You'd think somebody would've updated
this thing in the last fifty years." I kicked a boot at the rusty
appliance.

"How long has the house been vacant?" George
asked as he continued to scan the walls and ceilings with the
flashlight.

"Ten years or so. The owner died without a
will, and the house got tied up in probate court. But that furnace
doesn't look like it's worked for a lot longer than that. Maybe she
used space heaters or kerosene. It looks dry," I commented, patting
the stone wall. "That's one good thing."

George shined the flashlight on a heavy
wooden staircase. It was missing a rail but otherwise looked in
good condition. "Let's get this underway. After you, Mrs. Charles,"
George said, heading up the stairs.

I sighed. "You're not going to let The
Thin Man thing go, are you?"

"Not a chance, Nora, dear." He laughed. A
rich, warm sound that made me smile. Okay, I was adding nice
laugh to his list of positives.

The stairs creaked and groaned under our
weight. I reached for the rail for support and started to fall
forward when my hand didn't connect with it. George turned and
caught my arm in one smooth move.

"Diving off the stairs, Nora? You're not
getting out of our date that easily."

"This isn't a date," I said, inches from his
face. "But thanks for catching me."

I backed away, steadying myself against the
wall. George turned the knob easily and pushed on the basement
door. Nothing. He shoved hard again. Nothing happened.

"How about a hand here," he said.

I crowded in next to him.

"On the count of three. One, two,
three!"

We both hit the door hard with our
shoulders. There was a cracking sound, and then the door swung
open. We fell to the floor in a heap. My shoulder was
throbbing.

George helped me to my feet and shined his
flashlight around the room. The kitchen was just as old and
decrepit as I'd remembered. "Let's avoid the upstairs bathroom," I
said, all business now. "I'm sure the police checked that
thoroughly."

"Okay, maybe the bedrooms?" George said. "If
the guy was staying here, then he might have left something in one
of the rooms."

"Why do you think he was staying here?" I
asked.

"I heard from Mrs. Simpson—her daughter
works at the station—that the police hadn't found a hotel or
B&B yet that had the tourist registered as a guest. He had to
have been staying somewhere. So maybe here?"

It sounded plausible. "I suppose. I mean, we
know he was in town for a couple of days before he was killed,
right? Any leads on why the guy was found fully dressed in the
bathtub?"

George shook his head. "Nope. Could be the
body was moved."

I thought about it. "But that would mean
there'd have been blood everywhere. And weren't there shell casings
in the bathroom?" I asked, trying to remember the horrific
scene.

George turned to me. "You're right. So why
would he be in the bathtub fully dressed?" George pondered.

I snapped my fingers. "He was hiding from
the killer. He heard someone come in and hid in the bathtub."

George thought about it for a second. "Good
theory, especially if the guy was caught off guard."

"Unfortunately, this just confirms that
Marlton House and the murder are tied together." I sighed.

"Chin up, Mrs. Charles. We're just getting
started." George patted my arm.

I found a spiral staircase off the kitchen.
Probably used by servants waiting on the family. The staircase
seemed sound enough even though every step creaked and groaned. We
were halfway up when a loud thud sounded from downstairs. George
turned off his flashlight, and we stopped and listened.

"Any thoughts?" George asked softly.

I shrugged. "Maybe the wind?"

We listened for another full minute.
Nothing.

George resumed climbing the staircase, and I
followed. We reached the top and found ourselves on a small landing
containing several doorways.

"This was probably a storage area used by
the servants. Linens and cleaning supplies would've been stored
here." I opened one door, and George shined the light inside. It
was a cedar-lined walk-in with shelves from floor to ceiling.

"Nice," George said. It really was. Cedar
closets. Oh boy!

Unfortunately, there wasn't a suspicious
wooden box anywhere in sight. I closed the door and tried another.
This one wasn't cedar lined, but it was larger and had a round
stained glass window at one end.

"Nursery?" George asked.

I shook my head. "Probably the head
housekeeper's office and bedroom. The rest of the servants would've
slept in the attic. I wonder where those stairs are." We hadn't
reached the family's sleeping area. We were still in the back of
the house where the servants ran between floors taking care of
their employer's needs.

"There," George said. "That looks like
another set of stairs."

There were actually two doors. One that led
up another set of narrow stairs, presumably to the servants' attic
rooms, and another that opened onto the main bedroom area of the
house.

"I doubt the tourist would've stayed in the
attic. Let's check out the bedrooms on this floor."

One of the five bedrooms had an old
four-poster bed covered with dingy sheets and blankets. There was
funny-colored dust everywhere.

"Fingerprint dust," George explained,
shining the light around. "I doubt we'll find anything in
here."

I looked around the room. There was a closet
at one end, which was actually unusual for a Victorian house. It
was small but looked to be original. "That's weird," I murmured. I
grabbed the flashlight and shined it around the corners of the
closet. "It's definitely original molding. But the design seems
off. Why would the owner have had this closet installed? They
stored their clothes in giant trunks and armoires." Interestingly,
this closet had hangers from the local dry cleaners. No receipts
attached, but they looked new. George had disappeared from my side.
I continued to nose around in the closet. I thought back to some of
the articles I'd read about Victorians. Could it be?

Suddenly, George was at my side, propelling
us into the closet and pulling the door closed. He grabbed the
flashlight and turned it off.

"What are you doing?" I hissed.

"Someone's in the house," he whispered
back.

My blood went cold. I could hear footsteps.
On the stairs. Coming down the hallway now. There was some rustling
in the room next door. "What should we do?" I hissed.

"I'm open to suggestions," George
whispered.

"Oh, The Thin Man is out of ideas. Great,
just great. Shouldn't you take a swig out of your flask and get
ready to deck the guy when the door opens?" I was scared to death,
but I couldn't resist getting my digs in.

"Excellent suggestion," George said and
pulled a silver flask from a pocket in his jacket. He politely
offered me a sip.

I grabbed the flask from his hand and took a
big swig. Brandy burned down my throat. I wiped my hand across my
face and handed it back. He took a sip and put the flask back in
his pocket.

"Good thing for you, Nora knows her way
around an old Victorian," I said, already feeling around the walls
of the closet.

And then I felt it. The slightest movement
of cool air against my hand. I gave a push on the wallboard, and
there was a soft click.


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Footsteps paused in front of the bedroom,
and I heard the door creak open. My hands fumbled with the hidden
doorway, pulling it open soundlessly and feeling for the stairs
below. I grabbed George's hand and pulled him through the door just
as the closet swung open. We saw a light shine through the cracks
in the wallboard. And then it was gone. We waited a minute at the
top of the staircase before George switched on the flashlight.

"That was close," he whispered. He shined
the light down the stairs. They seemed to go on forever. "How did
you know?" he asked.

"I'd read about owners putting in secret
passages so they could come and go without anyone knowing. This is
the first time I've actually seen one though," I said, my breath
coming in panicked puffs.

We continued down the staircase that felt
more like a narrow, dank tunnel with each step. We reached the
bottom, and my feet touched stone or slate. It was damp and cold.
We were standing in a four-by-four square landing that seemed to go
nowhere.

"Now what?" George asked.

"There must be another secret door," I said,
feeling the walls. I found the telltale gust of cool air on the
wall to our right. I gave a push, and the door swung open into a
much larger room. The air was cool and damp.

George moved the light along the stone
walls. "Any idea where we are?"

I tried to picture the layout of the house
in my mind. "I think we're in the wine cellar," I said and pointed
to the empty bottle racks on the far side of the room. "There
should be an exit to the outside. The wine cellar was kept under
lock and key. Typically, there was a delivery entrance." I craned
my neck.

The cellar appeared to be empty. Besides the
hidden staircase, we found steps leading to the bulkhead entrance,
but the door was locked from the outside. On the opposite side of
the room was a set of stairs that appeared to lead to the main
level of the house.

"Want to make a run for it?" George
asked.

I sighed. I didn't really want to risk
getting caught by whoever was up there, but I also didn't want to
spend the night in this creepy wine cellar. "Let's give it a few
minutes," I suggested. "Give whoever is up there a chance to see
the house is empty and get moving."

"That's the question of the evening," George
said, crouching down on the stone floor. "Who is up there? What say
you, Mrs. Charles?" He pointed the flashlight at me.

I waved away the light but decided to play
along. "Well, Mr. Charles," I said, sitting down beside him, "I
think we can rule out the police. Whoever it was seemed to be as
interested in keeping a low profile as we are. So my guess would be
the murderer."

"Returning to the scene of the crime? So
unimaginative," George tutted.

I couldn't help giggling. "I've got it!" I
said. "It's the killer's henchman come to find the missing
box."

"Much better, Mrs. Charles. Unfortunately,
if he finds it while we're hiding down here, we're out of
luck."

"So you want to try to sneak up and take a
peek?" I asked.

"Tempting but not wise," George replied with
a sigh.

"So we wait," I said irritably.

George shrugged. "How about some shadow
puppets?" he asked, flipping on the flashlight.

"You're kidding, right?" But he wasn't
kidding. He made a dog, a bird, a rabbit, and a turkey before the
flashlight sputtered and died.

"Great," I muttered. "Way to waste
resources."

"Never fear," George said and pulled out his
cell phone. He switched on the flashlight app and tilted the phone
under his chin. "How's this?" He tried to make a scary face, but it
was more comical than creepy.

"Don't waste your battery," I chastised.

He flipped the light off, saying
conversationally, "So you really think the box is still in the
house?"

I stared into the darkness. He seemed to be
looking for reassurance. "Yes. It's got to be here."

"Maybe whoever shot the tourist took the
box."

"Then why is somebody snooping around
upstairs?" I countered.

"You have a point," he conceded. "Not that I
mind playing detective with you. Not quite as fun as playing
doctor, I'm sure, but definitely a close second."

"Playing doctor? You want to play doctor
with me?"

"Does that surprise you?" he asked.

"I'm not exactly your type."

"And what's my type, Alexandra?" I pictured
his eyebrow raised.

"Someone who drinks tea and wears sweater
sets," I blurted out.

"Tea and sweater sets?" he said
incredulously. "Why would you ever think I'd be attracted to
that?"

There was a loud bang, and we both jumped. I
clutched his arm, my nails digging into the skin.

"Was that the front door?" I was surprised
whoever was nosing around the house felt comfortable just walking
in and out of the front door.

"I think so," George murmured. His face was
inches from mine.

I pulled back first and flipped on my own
flashlight app. "Let's get upstairs and see if we can catch a look
at whoever that was."

I raced up the stairs. Behind me, George
called, "The tea and sweater sets conversation is not over."

I grabbed the doorknob, expecting it to be
locked, but the handle turned easily. The staircase had led to a
small anteroom off the kitchen. I raced to the front hall with
George close behind. We peered out one of the large panes of glass
on either side of the door.

"Shoot! All I saw were the taillights of a
dark car." With the streetlight outside, it was bright enough to
see George's face. He was smiling.

"You are really getting into this, Mrs.
Charles," he said.

"My livelihood depends on it," I replied.
"If I could've just seen who that was." I felt like stomping my
foot.

I watched George take a handkerchief from
his pocket and turn the doorknob. He opened the door a few inches.
The crime scene tape was still in place. The intruder must have
stepped carefully between the strips. "I have a theory about who
our visitor was."

I looked up at him expectantly. He opened
the door a little wider, revealing the lockbox.

I gasped. "Someone with a key to the
lockbox."

"Any real estate agent in town could get the
code. They should've taken it off after you bought the house, but
with the murder, they didn't get to it." George closed the door
quietly.

I thought about the dark car. "Not just any
agent," I said with dawning realization. "An agent who wanted this
house for his client. And one who's not above getting his hands
dirty for the right price."

George whistled. "Jack Condor certainly tops
that list."

"But what's his angle?" I wondered out loud.
"Coming here in the night, snooping around a crime scene. This is
obviously about more than a client wanting to purchase the house.
What if he had something to do with the murder?"

I turned wide eyes to George.

"Then that would make him a very dangerous
man," George replied.

 


* * *

 


We gave up our search for the elusive box
and left through the front door. Just as we'd suspected, the
basement entrance had been closed and locked. Jack Condor knew that
someone with a key had been in the house. And I was the most likely
someone with a key. Condor as a business adversary was fine, maybe
even exhilarating. But Condor as a possible murderer with
everything to lose if he was caught, made me want to go to the
police now. I felt a little sick as I followed George back to his
shop. It was eleven, and the streets were nearly deserted.

"How about a nightcap up at the pier? It's
on your way home, and I can take the trolley back to my place
afterwards," George suggested.

There were several restaurants and an
eclectic collection of dive bars scattered around the pier that
connected to downtown via the trolley system. It was only a
five-minute drive and on my way back to Rockgrove.

I hesitated for a moment. My desire to go
back over the events of the evening was at war with the late hour
and my nice comfy bed waiting for me at home. "Okay," I agreed.

"Do you mind if I change? I think a pair of
cat burglars might attract attention, even at The Owl's Nest."

"Sure," I said, following him into the back
of the flower shop.

He turned a light on and headed toward a
door marked Private. "Be right back."

I glanced around the flower shop. It looked
so different at night. All the bright arrangements dark and
brooding in the gloom. I shivered. I'd spent too much time jumping
at shadows tonight. A beer would hit the spot.

I walked behind the counter to get a better
look at George's work area. I was curious to see if he was as
meticulous behind the scenes as he was out front.

Everything was arranged at precise angles on
the desk behind the counter. Calendar turned to the correct date,
computer arranged catty-corner. The pencil holder even contained
sharpened pencils. I peered inside and then moved to place it back
on the desktop. I hit the edge, and pencils flew across the
floor.

"Oh jeez," I said. The last thing I wanted
was George to know I was snooping behind his desk. He probably knew
exactly how many pencils were in the holder. I scrambled around on
the floor, grabbing up pencils like playing Pick Up Sticks. Several
had rolled under the desk. I sat up and banged my head hard on
something under the ledge.

I rubbed my head and peered up. I pulled out
my phone and shined the light up. A gun was nestled in a holster
and taped to the underside of the desk.

I jumped back in surprise. Why would George
have a gun under the counter? This wasn't a liquor store. It was a
flower shop. Besides, I'd never heard of any businesses being held
up in downtown Danger Cove. It just didn't happen.

I heard the door to the upstairs apartment
open. I put the pencil holder back on the desk and hurried around
to the front of the counter.

"All set?" I asked.

George was wearing the linen pants and aqua
polo he'd had on that afternoon.

He nodded and then looked at me more
closely. "Everything okay?"

"Sure. Of course," I replied, heading for
the back entrance. "It's getting late. Maybe I should take a rain
check on that drink."

George stopped to set the alarm. "Nothing
doing. We've got a case to discuss, Mrs. Charles."

"You have a problem with break-ins?" I asked
with a nod to the alarm.

"No," he said holding the door for me.
"Millie had it here when I bought the place."

"Huh," I said as we walked around the
building toward the street. "So do you think we should tell the
police about Jack Condor?" I asked to change the subject.

He turned to me. "And they'll know we were
traipsing around their crime scene? I don't think so." George
laughed. "Besides, we're still working a lead. We need to find some
real evidence before we throw ourselves under that bus."

I agreed with that in theory. I just wasn't
sure how far I should let this go before involving the authorities.
I knew I was getting in over my head. Seeing that gun under the
counter had reminded me I wasn't just playing detective—I was
playing with fire.


CHAPTER NINE

 


The Owl's Nest was little more than a
collection of wooden stools around a scarred plywood bar and
several black vinyl booths scattered against bare wood walls. The
floors were covered in sawdust and peanut shells. In one corner
stood an ancient jukebox playing George Thorogood's "I Drink
Alone." We ordered at the bar from a bartender with actual fishing
hooks pierced through his eyebrows and sat down in a corner
booth.

"That's a manly drink," I blurted out,
pointing to George's dry martini with two olives. "I mean, it's
just not what I'd pictured you drinking."

He tapped his fingers on the table. "And
what did you imagine I'd drink?"

"Well, maybe wine or something fruity." I
bit my tongue as soon as I said the word.

He laughed loud enough to cause a couple at
the bar to turn and stare. "At least you're honest," he said,
wiping his eyes. "I suppose a nice fruity drink to match my fruity
attire." He pulled at the collar of his shirt.

"Yeah, something like that," I replied. Hey,
he was the one wearing the aqua shirt and carrying handkerchiefs in
his pocket. He had to know that wasn't normal for guys. At least
the ones I'd known.

"Let me set the record straight." He
stressed the word straight. "I prefer olives to fruit in my
drinks. I dress sharp because that's how my mother raised me, and I
have a number of manly traits and habits that you'll eventually
discover and no doubt be highly impressed with." He finished his
martini in a gulp and signaled to the bartender for another.

I gave him a look. "Yeah, name one." I took
a swig of my beer.

"I can burp the alphabet."

I laughed, and beer shot up my nostrils. I
coughed. "No way."

And then he started: "A, B—"

I held up my hand. "I believe you. Stop." I
coughed between giggles.

He bowed his head and waved his hand with a
flourish. "That's just the beginning, my dear Nora."

"I hope that's the end of that," I tried to
say sternly. "What would Gram say? All her idyllic dreams of
you—shattered." I'm not sure how it happened, but his hand was
covering mine on the table. I couldn't pull it back without being
obvious, so I just left it. It was warm on mine. Nice.

Then I pulled myself together. I didn't need
a romantic entanglement at this point in my life. Especially with
George, even if he could burp the alphabet.

"Can we get back to business?" I asked with
a look at my hand.

He removed his. "Of course," he replied.
"Let's review the facts."

I nodded. "We have a murdered tourist who
was probably staying in Marlton House before he was killed." I
filled him in on finding the hangers. "We also know he purchased a
specific-sized box the day before he died."

"Jack Condor swooped in and tried to buy the
house from you at the last minute," George continued. "And he's
likely the intruder in the house tonight. So we can assume he knew
the tourist in some capacity."

"Knew the tourist?" I interjected. "That
would make him our number one suspect. If he's the murderer, then
trying to buy the house, digging around tonight, and casting blame
on me with the police and the media has been part of covering his
tracks."

George looked thoughtful. "But he hasn't
done a great job of it if he's the murderer. Condor strikes me as
more of a planner."

George was right. It was almost like Condor
had been brought in as a pinch hitter or the clean-up man. Who was
his mysterious client? "You're right. No way Jack Condor would
leave this much to chance. Maybe the story about helping a client
is true. Only his client happens to be a murderer."

"And Condor comes back to the house tonight
to search for the box—on behalf of his client—and sees the basement
door open," George said.

"So he knows I'm on the case now too because
I've got the key," I said quickly, getting into it. "Or maybe he
thinks I'm desperate enough to break into a crime scene at night to
start work."

George shook his head. "I don't think so. He
wasn't there to take measurements for a client, and I can't imagine
he'd think you'd be there to work either." A shadow crossed
George's face.

I paused. Condor was definitely involved in
this murder at some level, and now he knew I knew he was
involved.

We sat in silence for a few seconds. "Maybe
I should pay Mr. Condor a visit," I said, taking a sip of my
beer.

"And say what? 'I know you were messing
around at the crime scene just like I was?'" He shook his head.

"No," I said, an idea taking shape. "I go to
see him about his offer to buy the house. Throw him a curve
ball."

"I like it." George nodded, giving it some
more thought.

"I'll visit him first thing Monday," I said,
feeling better having some sort of a plan. "Play the damsel in
distress, and see if he bites. I'll tell him I just can't swing the
house with the delays. Maybe I can find out who his client is."

George made a face. "Oh, he's definitely a
biter. Like a shark. I don't like you going there alone."

"It'll be during business hours. I'm sure he
won't bite me in broad daylight."

George shrugged. He could tell there'd be no
talking me out of it. "So what are your plans for tomorrow?" he
asked, changing the subject.

I groaned, thinking about my houseguest. "I
suppose entertaining my new houseguest."

George gave me a quizzical look. "Your
houseguest?"

"Yeah, Gram offered the mystery man—we're
calling him John for now—a place to stay."

George's face went still, and he looked
pale. "You mean the guy you found on the rocks is staying with
you?"

I nodded.

"That's the most asinine thing I've ever
heard," he sputtered. "You have no idea who he is. Heck, he
could've been the one who murdered the tourist."

"And then he dove into the ocean, bumped his
head, and forgot about everything? Yeah, that makes sense." I took
a gulp of beer. Could it be George was jealous? He looked worried
more than anything else. Worried enough to make me start worrying
about John being home with Gram all alone.

"Don't you think he's faking the amnesia?
Don't you think there's a little too much coincidence going on
here?" George asked with exasperation.

"I honestly don't see what one has to do
with the other. People wash up on the rocks more often than you'd
think." I nodded my head and continued, "According to Gram, Ching
from Ching's Chinese washed up during WWII and never went home. So
all I'm saying is, John's not the first guy to wash up on the rocks
through no fault of his own." I'm not sure why I was defending him.
I really knew nothing about the guy, but George's proprietary
manner with me was getting under my skin.

"Invite me to Sunday dinner," George said
suddenly.

I stared at him. "No. You'll just make
trouble."

"Invite me, or I'll call Janiece." He glared
back at me.

"Fine," I huffed, "but you'd better bring a
cheesecake from the Cinnamon Sugar for dessert."

"Of course," George replied, relaxing now
that he had an invitation to dinner.

"You can't start anything with John. And
don't bother Gram with your wild theories either." I pointed my
finger at him.

"Me? Never," he said, but his eyes were
twinkling.

 


* * *

 


I waited until Gram came home from church to
tell her about our dinner party. "Why, I'll invite Alice and Larry.
How fun! I'll tell Dolly to start the rib roast at two. Oh, and
we'll need dessert." Gram was pulling out linens and place settings
from the huge buffet in the dining room.

"George is bringing cheesecake. I'll wash up
the plates and set the table," I offered.

"Thank you, Alexandra. So you and George
have been spending time together?" she asked coyly.

"A little. He's helping me with a design
project." I was grasping at straws. One thing I didn't need was
Gram catching wind of our nocturnal investigations. I didn't want
her to worry about me getting in trouble with the police, and I
certainly didn't need her putting her matchmaker skills into
overdrive.

"Have you seen John this morning?" Gram
asked.

I had. Running down the beach without a
shirt, his muscular chest drenched in sweat. I'd brought him a
water and asked him how he was doing.

"He's fine but no change in his condition.
He's going to work with a detective tomorrow to see if they can
match him to a missing persons profile. So far, nothing."

"Such a shame," Gram clucked. "But it's nice
to have a polite, attractive man around the house, isn't it?"

"Did you just wiggle your eyebrows at me?" I
asked.

"So what if I did?" she said with a laugh.
"I might be old, but I'm not dead."

Oh my. Maybe Gram didn't bring John home
strictly for matchmaking purposes after all.

While I washed and dried the china, my mind
drifted back to last night and the missing box. We had to have
missed something. The dead tourist had needed a wooden box. Why
couldn't he have just used a cardboard box or something else? And
more importantly, why did he need such a specific size? Obviously
so it would fit in somewhere, but where?

After I finished setting the table for six,
I headed to my workshop. Maybe if I mocked up the box, I could get
a feel for where it might fit. I used thin balsa wood and a sharp
blade to cut out the six-by-four box. I stared at the shape for a
minute, turning the box over in my hand.

"Janiece said you were out here." John's
voice came from the doorway. "Hey, nice workshop. Looks like you
could build just about anything in here. I haven't seen one of
these circular saws since I was a kid."

I turned around and stared at him. He
nodded. "My dad had one in his shop." Then he caught my look and
cried, "Hey! I just remembered something."

"That's great. Focus on your dad and the
workshop. Do you remember your dad's name?"

John made a strained look and then shook his
head. "Nope. I just have this image in my head of a tall man with
dark hair using one of these circular saws in a shed."

"Well, that's progress. The doctors said it
would come back in little drips, and then all of a sudden you'd
remember everything." I turned to face him, and he was close enough
for me to smell soap and some kind of other scent. Maybe a lotion?
It was utterly divine.

He seemed a little disappointed. "Guess it's
better than nothing." He gave a shrug. "What're you making there?"
he asked, pointing to the box behind me.

"Oh, just working on a model for a project,"
I replied lightly. For some reason, I didn't want him to know what
I was up to. Maybe George was right, and John was somehow involved
with the dead tourist. At this point I couldn't take the
chance.

He reached around me and picked up the
little box. "Huh," he murmured, inspecting it, "wonder what you'd
put in there?"

I reached out to take the model back, but he
held on to it, covering my hands with his. "Alex, I want you to
know how much I appreciate you letting me stay here. I know it was
a shocker when Janiece invited me, but you've both been so kind."
He stroked my hand lightly; my skin tingled in response. Wow, he
had animal magnetism out the wazoo. I needed to be careful around
him.

I pulled my hand back gently. "I admit I was
surprised, but I think it's working out fine. And besides, you'll
have your memory back any day now and be able to go back to your
family."

He looked sad at that thought. "If I even
have a family," he murmured, putting the box down. "I mean, where
are they? Why aren't they looking for me?"

My heart went out to him. He was right.
Where was his family? Shouldn't somebody be looking for him?

"What if no one wants to find me? Like maybe
I'm a total jerk, and my family is glad to be rid of me?"

I sighed. "I guess that's always a
possibility, but don't you think you've got enough trouble without
borrowing more?"

He laughed. "Guess you're right."

"I'm sure you're a perfectly nice guy. Maybe
you were on an extended trip, and no one expected to hear from you
for a while," I offered.

He nodded. "I hope that's it." He took my
hands again and looked into my eyes. "The one good thing that's
come out of all this is meeting you, Alex." I could see his eyes
were as blue as the sea. I probably would've let him kiss me if
he'd made a move, but he dropped my hands and picked up the box
again.

He stared at it thoughtfully, turning it
over in his hands in an almost familiar gesture before setting it
back on the workbench.


CHAPTER TEN

 


George arrived at precisely five-thirty with
the promised cheesecake, an ostentatious bouquet of flowers for
Gram, and a single yellow rose for me. I raised my brows at the
rose.

"It symbolizes friendship," he
explained.

I thanked him for it without further comment
and placed it in a little bud vase on the kitchen table. And then
glanced out the kitchen window and saw nasty storm clouds
gathering.

Gram came in behind me, saying, "You'd
better grab the oil lamps, Alexandra. Looks like we're in for a
kicker. George, could you help me with these serving platters?"

We didn't need a "kicker" to lose power in
Danger Cove. It seemed to be on its own flakey frequency. I went
down to the cellar and brought up three small oil lamps, setting
aside several candles, three flashlights, and the propane lighter.
As an afterthought, I went outside and brought in a load of wood,
stacking it in the big iron ring next to the fireplace. The
temperature had already started to drop, and the wind was howling.
The family room would be just the place to hang out if the lights
went out.

Alice Sweeney and her boyfriend, Larry
Tuttle, arrived shortly before six with two bottles of good wine
and a Ouija board. Alice always looked like she'd stepped off the
set of a 1970's sitcom. Bright-red hair teased ten inches above her
heavily made-up face. Large chunky costume jewelry paired with
muumuus or outdated polyester pantsuits. Mrs. Roper from Three's
Company came to mind. Even the way she bellowed at poor Larry,
a mild-mannered man who tended to snooze after supper and ignore
most of Alice's comments with a well-timed "didn't quite catch
that, dear." They'd been dating since Alice had come to town, after
meeting at basket bingo at the fire hall. Larry had been a
volunteer firefighter his whole life, but his days on the big
trucks were over. Bingo was his most recent call of duty.

"Alice thought we could ask the spirits to
help John," Gram explained as she gathered wineglasses, and I
opened the bottle while Alice and Larry waited in the family
room.

"Gram, it's all a bunch of hooey. You
shouldn't encourage her." Alice Sweeney was more than a little
eccentric. Besides driving around town as if she were in the pace
car at the Daytona 500, she had a tendency toward drama. Gram said
it was because she was from New Jersey, but I was worried that
dementia was setting in. I had a sneaking suspicion her kids had
shipped her as far away as possible once they realized it too.

"I know. I know." Gram waved a hand. "She's
been after me to get the house smudged. Whatever the heck that is.
Alice is just a little different—that's all. She's been like that
since she moved here. I think after three years I know her well
enough to tolerate and even appreciate her differences. You'd do
well to remember that yourself, Alexandra." She looked pointedly
over at George. "Life is boring if everyone's the same."

Oh, no chance of that. We were going to be
quite the crew tonight. Why not throw in an amnesia victim, a crazy
parrot, and a Ouija board to keep it interesting?

Dinner went more smoothly than I would've
expected. We were using the small, elegant room off the kitchen
toward the front of the house Gram called the breakfast room. Its
décor was a little fussy and ladylike for my tastes, but at least
she hadn't insisted on using the formal dining room. It would've
taken days for us to get that monstrosity cleaned to Gram's
exacting requirements. Gram was seated at one end of the table
between Alice and Larry, and I was seated opposite to her between
John and George. Almost everyone was on their best behavior.

Alice was full of inappropriate questions
for John. "Did your life flash before your eyes when you woke up?
Did you see a bright light?"

John patiently answered her questions. And
George stayed silent, with the exception of an occasional snort. My
kick under the table got his attention and improved his
manners.

George cleared his throat. "Miss Sweeney,
would you mind passing the peas?"

"Oh, certainly," Alice replied, handing him
the china serving dish.

"My, that's lovely," George said, looking at
her hand as he took the dish. "Is that a yellow diamond?"

"Yes, it is. You have quite the eye," Alice
replied coquettishly. "It's a two-carat fancy vivid. A consolation
prize from my third husband." She laughed and waved her hand around
the table. We all admired the garish ring that looked to me like
it'd come out of a gum ball machine. "I do love my diamonds," she
said, batting her lashes at George.

George raised an eyebrow and gave a little
smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

Lightning crashed and cracked outside the
windows, making conversation difficult. It was nearly dark when the
lights flickered and then went kaput. Gram had set the table with
several candelabras, so we were not plunged into total
darkness.

"Well, that's that, I suppose," Gram said
with a smile to her guests. "Our signal to retire to the parlor. I
believe Alexandra has a fire ready to go. We should have enough
light to have coffee and dessert comfortably."

"And time for a spin at the Ouija board,"
Alice interjected.

"Oh yes," said George with a twinkle in his
eye. "I don't want to miss that. I have a few interesting questions
for the spirits tonight."

"No you don't." I gave him a glare.

"Yes," he said, giving me a wink, "I
do."

"Well, my main goal will be to get the
spirits to help John. He must have family members on the other side
who could give us some clues as to his identity." Alice became all
business, carrying her plate to the sideboard and gathering up her
Ouija board set.

"I'll go light the fire, if you can help
Gram," I said to John.

"Absolutely," he replied and gathered the
plates.

George put his plate on the sideboard and
followed me into the parlor. Smitty was in his cage, uncovered. He
was dancing nervously around on his perch with each flash of
lightning.

"Well, look who we have here," George said
in a friendly voice. "Aren't you something else? You're an old boy,
aren't you?"

Smitty took his measure of George, cocking
his head and staring at him through the bars. "Pretty bird!" Smitty
squawked.

"You think so, huh?" George said with a
laugh. "I suppose beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Okay,
you're a pretty bird."

Smitty preened and fluffed his feathers. He
pecked at the door to the cage. "Can I let him out?" George
asked.

I hesitated after the incident last night
with John. "At your own risk. He's a grouch. He attacked John last
night."

George opened the cage door, and Smitty
jumped right on his arm and sidled up to his shoulder. "Just shows
he's got good taste. Right, pretty bird?" George cooed.

Smitty fluffed and preened again and then
leaned over and tugged at George's ear lobe. "Nice boy. Nice boy,"
he repeated.

"Wow." I was impressed. "He only does that
to Gram."

"I have a way with women and birds." George
made a flourish with his hand and a little bow. Smitty squawked and
raised his wings.

"You two are something else." I shook my
head and turned to light the fire.

"Nice boy. Nice boy," Smitty cooed to
George.

"Pretty boy. Pretty boy," George cooed
back.

Oh brother.

The fire flared up nicely as the kindling
began to burn and crackle. The rest of our party joined us, and
George put Smitty back into his cage. I heard Smitty look warily
over to John and whisper "bad boy" to George.

"You think so? Well, I'll be sure to look
into that, Smitty," George said in a low, conversational tone.

"Don't encourage him," I chided. "He bit
John last night, remember? Not acceptable behavior, even for an old
bird."

George didn't say anything, but I caught a
grin on his face as he gave Smitty a low whistle.

I ignored him and went back into the kitchen
to help bring out the dessert and coffee.

 


* * *

 


The cheesecake and coffee were gone. The
fire crackled and popped merrily. I was ready to take a nap on the
ancient leather couch beside Larry. But the Ouija board glared up
from the middle of the low square coffee table in front of me.

"We must all have a turn with John. Any one
of us may have a connection to someone on the other side who might
be able to help him." Alice was so sincere that I reluctantly
volunteered to go first. I placed my hand on one side of the
triangle, and John placed his on the other side.

"Larry, can you write down each letter?" she
asked, handing her boyfriend a pad of paper and a pen. Larry
snorted and sat up straight, taking the pad and looking more or
less at the ready.

"Okay, we need one more person. George?"
Alice turned to George.

"Thought you'd never ask." There was a gleam
in his eye.

I lightly touched my fingertips to the
wooden triangle. George and John both did the same.

"Oh spirits," Alice began in a singsong
voice. "Oh spirits, we ask for your help tonight. Our friend John
seeks his identity and family. We will ask you a series of
questions to help us with this quest."

There was an impressive crack of lighting
and boom of thunder. I shivered involuntarily. Usually I found
these types of things boring at best, but tonight I was feeling a
little spooked.

Alice continued. "Please close your eyes,"
she told us. "Oh spirits, tell us our lost friend's real name."

I thought I felt the board jiggle a little,
and then the triangle began to move. My hand was applying no force,
so it was either George or John forcing the movement. The small
movements became large sweeping motions. Suddenly the movement
stopped. The three of us opened our eyes.

Larry turned around his pad. It read:
diamonds.

We all stared at it a moment. "Could your
last name be Diamonds?" I asked, turning to John.

He looked confused but said evenly, "That
name isn't familiar to me."

I glanced over at George. "How about you?" I
asked.

George shrugged, but his mouth was in a hard
line. "Maybe the spirits aren't interested in his name. Maybe they
have a different message."

Alice clapped her hands together, saying
excitedly, "Oh my! This is a first. So intriguing. Yes, George is
right."

"How about, is his family looking for him?"
I suggested.

"Very good, Alexandra," Alice said. "Oh
spirits, tell us if our friend's family is searching for him."

There was very little hesitation in the
triangle. I clearly felt George moving us toward no.

"Hey, he's moving it with his fingers," John
said, opening his eyes and glaring at George.

George lifted his hands. "Perhaps I'm
throwing off the spirits. Janiece, would you like to give it a
try?" he asked politely.

"Well, if you're sure you're done," Gram
said with a flutter of her handkerchief.

"Oh, I'm sure." George stood up and walked
over to poke the fire.

Gram's fingers brushed mine as she touched
the edge of the triangle, and I felt a small electric shock.

"Let's try another question that focuses on
the first message," Alice suggested.

"It's obviously not about John's name," I
said. "So maybe it's about actual diamonds." Maybe I was getting
carried away by the stormy night or Alice's enthusiasm, but my
fingers were actually itching to touch the board again.

Alice looked up at me. "Real diamonds. How
exciting! Oh spirits, what happened to the diamonds?"

I felt the triangle whisk across the board,
touching three letters. It was so fast that I opened my eyes to see
who had done it. Gram and John opened their eyes too. Larry turned
his tablet around: murder.

We all gasped.

My eyes met George's. He shook his head
slightly, warning me off.

"Perhaps we've upset the spirits," Alice
said breathlessly. "I think we should try to focus back on John's
situation."

We all murmured in agreement. "Maybe you
should ask the spirits why our friend was here in the first place,"
George suggested.

"Excellent suggestion, George," Gram said
with a nod. "Knowing that would help enormously."

"Really, everyone," John said, "I think
we're just letting our imaginations run wild. I appreciate the
help, but maybe we should take a break. It's just a game, right?"
He gave a little laugh.

"Oh, one more time for fun," George heckled
from the fireplace.

I caught John's glare at him as our hands
came together over the Ouija board.

"Oh spirits," Alice intoned, "why was our
friend, John, in Danger Cove?"

The board vibrated a little as the triangle
started to slide across the surface. One, two, three, four, five
letters.

Then the piercing screech of Smitty into the
silence: "Murder!"

We all jumped, upsetting the board. "This is
ridiculous!" John cried. He stood up and paced around the room.
George watched him curiously, following his every move.

"I'm sorry, everybody," John said, taking a
deep breath. "This has just been too much for me. I'm exhausted,
and my nerves are shot. I think I'll head to bed early. Thanks so
much for dinner, Mrs. Jordan. Nice meeting you all." He nodded to
us and left the room.

"You are a bad bird," Gram said, shaking a
finger in Smitty's direction.

"That was just plain spooky," said Larry,
eyeing the board and the bird warily. "What kinda timing was that?
Like something out of an old horror movie."

"What did you have on your pad, Larry?"
George asked quietly.

Larry turned the pad around to show us.
Towat was printed clearly.

"What does that mean?" Alice asked.
"Towat?"

I walked over to the fire and stood next to
George. The heat made my cheeks burn, but it was comforting.

"Maybe there's a space in between," George
suggested.

"What does that mean?" asked Gram. "Tow at?
That doesn't make sense." She shook her head.

"I think you had a hand in some of this
mayhem." I looked George in the eye.

He gave me a who me? look. "So I'm
able to train birds to talk on cue. With telepathy, I might add.
Yes, that's me—always meddling."

Alice, Larry, and Gram were still puzzling
over the message from the Ouija board as we said our good-byes, and
Gram walked them to the door.

When George and I were alone, I said, "I
felt your hand moving the triangle a couple of times."

George shrugged. "Just having a little
fun."

"Why'd you bring up diamonds?" I asked
suddenly.

George turned to me slowly. He looked me in
the eye and let out a deep breath. "Because I'm missing quite a
few."


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


I blinked at him for a minute. He waved his
hand in front of my face. "You still with me?"

"You're missing diamonds? What kinda
statement is that? Who loses diamonds?" I sputtered.

"Let's just say I don't keep my retirement
fund in the stock market. The real estate crash left me looking for
more liquid investments." George held his hands out to the
fire.

"So you carry around diamonds? Are you
kidding me?" My voice raised several octaves. "And you didn't think
to mention you were missing them while we've been hunting all over
for an empty box in Marlton House? Come to think of it, that little
box would be just perfect for diamonds!" I waved my hands
around.

"I don't actually carry them around with me.
But, essentially, you're correct. I have my suspicions that the
diamonds were stolen from me and put into the box." George gave a
nod.

"Where did you keep them?" I pushed. Adding,
"Most sane people would keep their valuables in a safe or a
safety-deposit box."

"Yep," he said. "Most sane people would, but
I don't trust banks, and safes are for honest people. They don't
stop real thieves. They're more like open invitations."

I changed tactics. "I thought we were
supposed to be partners. Nick and Nora, remember? Why didn't you
tell me you were missing a fortune in diamonds?"

"I just did," he said reasonably. "And it's
more of a nest egg than a fortune."

"So let me get this straight," I said,
putting my hand to my forehead. "Your nest egg of diamonds goes
missing at the same time a dead guy shows up in my bathtub and
John, the amnesia patient, washes up on shore."

"Actually, I noticed they were gone about a
week before the dead guy."

"And you didn't report it to the police?" I
sputtered.

He sighed. I could tell he was hedging,
trying to decide how much to tell me. "I told you my life before
Danger Cove was a mess. It involved some unpleasant dealings with
law enforcement. Everything was eventually resolved, but I lost my
business and people close to me in the process." He paused, looking
me in the eye. "I know this isn't enough of an answer for you, but
I like you, Alexandra, and I saw this as a win-win for me. Besides,
I'm an outsider here. So me walking into the station and claiming
to be missing uncut diamonds would, at the very least, get me
laughed out of town. Not exactly good for my new business."

My head was spinning. "You've been looking
for your diamonds this whole time!" I swatted him with a pillow.
"Your whole song and dance about not wanting what happened to you
to happen to me was just a cover. Maybe while you were offering to
help me and explaining your tortured past, you could've mentioned
you were missing a bunch of diamonds!" I swatted him again.

"Ow! Stop that," he said, grabbing for the
pillow. "I admit I saw it as an opportunity to do some digging.
When the diamonds went missing, I checked the security tape. There
had been a lot of customers in that day, but no clear shot of
anyone actually taking them. You were one of the customers."

"Me? You thought I took your diamonds?" I
yelled.

"I was investigating everyone who was in
that day."

I barely paused for breath. "You had the
diamonds out in the open? Might as well have put them in the
display case." I watched his face flush. "Really? The display case?
Are you stupid or something?"

He rubbed his hand over his face. "Uncut
diamonds don't look like diamonds. And they weren't where anyone
could touch them. Ever heard the term 'hiding in plain view?' Well,
that's the best way to avoid theft."

"Yeah, great plan," I replied. A bunch of
questions begged to be answered about the diamonds, but I couldn't
get over how calculating George's offer of "help" had been. It just
didn't jive with the man I had been getting to know. Maybe I'd been
the one blinded by Gram's William Powell image.

George walked back over to the fire,
continuing, "It should've been fine in a small town like this. I'm
still not sure how the thief took them."

His words echoed in my head. He'd sought
this town out a year ago. Not to be a florist, but to hide in plain
sight. "Who are you?" I asked with a quiver in my voice. He didn't
answer. Just continued to stare moodily into the fire. "For all I
know, you could've killed the tourist. Or been John's attacker," I
lashed out.

George turned and stared at me like I'd lost
my mind. "You are really jumping to conclusions there, Nora. Maybe
we should sit down and go over this again. I'm not a murderer. I'm
just a guy who was stupid enough to leave diamonds lying around, as
you so elegantly pointed out."

"No," I said. "You're a guy on the run from
something. You're still not telling me the truth. And you have the
nerve to say John's involved in all this."

"I'm not on the run," he said seriously.
"But yes, there is more to my story than I care to share at this
moment. I'm just asking for you to have a little trust in me right
now."

"I don't know what to believe anymore,
George," I said sadly.

"Believe that there's more to John than
meets the eye. Hey, I'm not the only one who thinks so," he
insisted with a little smile. "Smitty called him a murderer."
George hooked a finger at Smitty's cage.

Smitty cooed softly and fluffed his
feathers. George stepped closer to me. "Let's just have a drink by
the fire and talk this through."

I took a step back. I didn't really think he
was capable of murder, but I was tired of being lied to. I pointed
to the door and said firmly, "Good-night, Mr. Charles."

 


* * *

 


I parked in front of Jack Condor's
ostentatious steel-and-glass office building. Condor Development
Group was located on the outskirts of Danger Cove in a sprawling
unit of modern, bright office buildings.

A blonde with oversized lips greeted me at
the front desk. "Can I help you?"

"I'd like to speak with Mr. Condor about a
real estate transaction. Tell him it's Alex Jordan."

"I'm sorry," the blonde said by rote. "Mr.
Condor is currently at a job site, but I'll be sure to have him
call you back within two business days."

I looked up at the ceiling and then over at
the parking lot. "That's his black Caddy, right?" I asked, pointing
to the car parked in the space with a sign that read: Boss
Man.

"Oh, um, well, I'm not sure," she
stumbled.

"Tell you what," I said, moving past her
desk toward the door marked Private. "I'll just go see him myself.
Don't bother showing me the way. I'll just follow the trail of
feathers." I giggled.

"Miss, you can't! Wait!" I heard her heels
clacking behind me, and then the door swung shut, and she was gone.
I'd never been at Condor's before, but I was sure he'd be in one of
the two corner offices. When my feet hit the super-plush carpeting,
I knew I'd found his lair, or should I say nest. I couldn't get the
big chicken image out of my head.

"Why, Miss Jordan," boomed Jack Condor from
behind his desk, "what a pleasure to see you again."

"Hello, Jack," I said with a nod. "May I?" I
asked, indicating the small chair in front of the big
silver-and-black desk. The seat was so low I had to crane my head
to see his face. What a jerk.

He pointed a finger at me. "I had a feelin'
I'd be seeing you this week. Let's just say a little birdie told
me." He chuckled.

I suppressed a snort by clearing my throat.
"I'm sure," I replied dryly. "Look, I'm here to discuss the offer
you made on Marlton House. I've decided selling may be in my best
interest."

"Really?" he said and then leaned back in
his big, squeaky leather chair and made a tepee with his hands.
"I'm not sure my client is still in the market to buy it, Miss
Jordan. What with the dead body in the bathtub and all." He gave me
a nasty grin.

"Since when have bodies stopped you? You dug
up the old cemetery to build condos. What's one dead tourist in a
bathtub?"

Condor held up a ringed hand. "I relocated
those graves at the request of the family members."

"You mean you paid them off," I shot
back.

"Semantics, my dear. Just semantics," he
said dismissively. "Now let's get back to Marlton House. Why are
you looking to sell it all of a sudden?"

I felt his shrewd eyes on me. "I don't know
how long the investigation is going to delay construction, and I
have to have the house on the market in sixty days. According to
Detective Ohlsen, it could take weeks." I shrugged. "I don't have
that kind of time."

Condor nodded thoughtfully. "Well, it
certainly isn't advantageous for me or my client to have the estate
tied up in a criminal investigation either."

"No, but you can afford to wait, and I
can't. So are you interested or not?" I asked.

Condor made a face. "I do love those old
Painted Ladies. They hold so many secrets beneath their many
layers, don't they?" he asked with a gleam in his eye.

"Well, I'm sure I'll find out when I start
digging away in there," I replied, giving him a direct look.

"I'm sure you will. Could take some time
though." He made a rueful face. "Anything could happen on a
construction site. Things disappear. People have accidents. You
know—all that sorta thing."

Threats and more threats. I was able to read
the message loud and clear. Jack Condor, and whoever he was working
with, had decided it would be easier to let me deal with the police
and the fallout from trying to work on a crime scene.

I stood up and walked to the doorway. On a
hunch, I turned and said, "Do you know what's in the box,
Jack?"

His face never changed. "Nothing to worry
your head about, little lady."

I stopped and slowly wiped my muddy boots on
his pristine carpet. It was childish, but oh so satisfying.

 


* * *

 


"No you didn't," George said with a
grin.

I nodded. "Pretty immature, huh?" I was
feeling a little guilty about wiping my feet on his carpet. Not
exactly professional. Gram would have a fit if she ever found
out.

I'd texted George to meet me at the Cinnamon
Sugar after I finished with Condor. I was far from trusting George
at the moment, but I really needed someone to work through all
these ideas. My head was spinning with possibilities.

"Just what the old bugger deserved." George
took a sip of coffee. "And good move telling him that you know
about the box. You just upped the ante. Don't believe a word he
said. If he's convinced the box is at Marlton House and you're
looking for it, he's going crazy thinking you'll find it
first."

"He surely didn't act like he was worried
about me finding it first. I hope it doesn't mean more delays and
trouble with the construction site," I replied gloomily. "I don't
need him siccing the building inspector or any of his other cronies
on me to slow the work down once I get back in."

"Here's a thought," George said brightly.
"Maybe you're right, and Condor's going to sit back and wait for
you to track down the box. Then it's in his best interest to get
you in there as soon as possible. If that's his plan, he could call
in some favors to get you back in faster."

Sounded like wishful thinking to me, but I
needed a break. Closing on the Sticks and Stones house was
tomorrow. Big Ron was putting the finishing touches on the punch
list, and then I had the closing at the buyer's bank. I didn't
always attend closings, but there had been a few snags with the
paperwork, and I wanted to be there just in case my signature was
needed. I couldn't afford to have anything interfere with this
closing. After that I had nothing to do. I didn't want to risk
losing Big Ron to another contractor, so I'd have to put him on a
job at Rockgrove to keep him employed. Gram had been after me for
weeks to fix the powder room on the first floor. The basin was
cracked, and the toilet ran constantly.

"So how's the mystery guest?" George asked.
"Has he gotten over Smitty's insults yet?"

I shrugged. "I saw him briefly at breakfast.
Gram had a list of things she wanted him to help her with. Thank
goodness someone else can take her grocery shopping this week."

George chuckled. "Bet that'll sharpen up his
memory lickety-split."

"You really think he's faking?" It just
sounded too far-fetched to me.

"John's up to something. Maybe it has
nothing to do with the tourist. But mark my words, he's up to
something."

"Guess you would know," I said petulantly.
His sunny disposition was getting on my last nerve. He seemed to
have completely forgotten our discussion last night, and I had
barely slept because of it.

George sighed. "I'm sorry about last night.
And I'm sorry I wheedled my way into your good graces to try to
solve my own problems. I should've told you from the
beginning."

I glared at him. "Ya think?"

He looked me in the eyes. "Two things
haven't changed. I still want to help you because I don't want to
see your business ruined, and getting to see you every day instead
of just once a week has made me feel alive for this first time
since I came to this town."

My only reply was a bright-red blush that
crept up from waist to chest to face. I resisted the urge to fan
myself with my napkin.

George checked his watch. "I've got to get
back to the shop. Good work today, Mrs. Charles."

"Call me Nora."

"Nah, I like Mrs. Charles." His hand brushed
mine.

I gave him a smile.

"Call me with any news," he said as he went
out the door.

I shook my head. I'd never have guessed I'd
be checking in daily with George while trying to solve the Marlton
House murder mystery. Before all this, I'd barely tolerated seeing
him on Friday to pick up Gram's flowers. Now we were buds. Maybe
even something more.

That thought made me uncomfortable. I'd come
home from college with my proverbial tail tucked between my legs
with a degree in fine arts I had no intention of using. I'd met my
ex-fiancé when he was a guest speaker in one of my classes. His
family owned a high-end auction house, and he had been working in
the business since graduating five years earlier. Taylor was
sophisticated, engaging, and gorgeous. It turned out he also had a
taste for variety both in art and in women. I hadn't found out
about the "women" part until I graduated and went to work with him
at the auction house. A week later, the engagement was off, and I
was driving home to Danger Cove.

My phone rang. A local number showed on the
screen. "Hello," I said.

"Yes, Ms. Jordan?" said a male voice.

"Yes, can I help you?" I replied.

"This is Detective Ohlsen. I wanted to let
you know we're removing the crime scene restrictions from Marlton
House. The team has collected all necessary evidence. You will be
able to enter the premises at noon today. Please be advised we may
need to assess the house at some point during the ongoing
investigation."

My eyes widened. "That's great news! Thanks
so much, Detective Ohlsen."

I hung up and stared out the window in
stunned silence. George was right. Condor had called in some favors
for this one.

I finished my coffee and doughnut and
hurried down the street to George's flower shop. He was setting out
the pretty bouquets on the sidewalk when I got there.

"Big news!" I said. "The house is mine today
at noon." I put up my hand for a high five.

George tapped my hand, saying, "Hah, now the
work really begins."

"Yep. I'm going to get Big Ron over to do a
walk-through and list all of the major projects. I should have him
working first thing tomorrow." I was flushed with excitement, but
George's face looked concerned. "What's wrong?"

"This just seems too convenient. I know what
I said before about Condor pulling strings, but is he this well
connected? To call off the police in a few hours? It bothers me,"
George brooded.

"I don't care. I'm going to start
construction and look for that box."

"At this point, you don't really need to
concern yourself with the box, right? I mean, you've accomplished
your goal." He looked at me keenly. "I've been a total jerk to you,
despite what I thought were my best intentions. No need for you to
risk anything further by helping me find the diamonds."

Where was this coming from? He seemed
completely deflated from the man who'd left the bakery not thirty
minutes ago. Of course, he was right. I didn't really need his
help. I could let the police deal with the murder and George with
his diamonds. It was really none of my concern now. But the thought
left me cold and lonely. Like George, I hadn't felt this alive
since coming back to Danger Cove. Oh, I'd gone through the motions,
but until this past week with him, I'd been dead inside.

"But the box is still a big concern to you,"
I said quietly. "And there's nothing saying the police aren't going
to shut me down again if new evidence comes up. I'm not taking any
chances. I want to keep looking."

George smiled. "I was hoping you'd say
something like that, but I didn't want to drag you into this any
more than necessary. My enthusiasm was overriding my conscience.
I've been sitting here trying to rein it in. I don't want to cause
you or your grandmother any problems."

I rolled my eyes. "We've got a diamond
thief, a dead tourist in my flip's bathtub, a guy with amnesia, and
I just know Jack Condor is up to no good in Danger Cove right now.
This is my hometown—there's no way I'm just turning a blind eye to
it all. Besides," I said with a grin, "I'm having more fun than I
have in forever. Let's kick this thing into high gear. What do you
say, Mr. Charles?"

George laughed at my excitement. "I say
we're going to need quite a plan to pull this off, Mrs.
Charles."


CHAPTER TWELVE

 


At noon Big Ron and I opened the front door
of Marlton House. "Holy moly!" Ron exclaimed, looking around the
space. "It's huge. Look at the scrollwork." He pointed over the
doorway. Then he expelled a big breath, adding, "This is a lot of
work."

"Sixty days, Ron," I reminded him.

"You're crazy," he replied.

"You've said that every time we've looked at
a house together."

"Yeah, well this time I mean it. Restoring
the woodwork is going to be a full-time job for weeks."

"Okay, then we hire a top-notch carpenter.
Who do you know?" I asked.

He shook his head. "I'll find somebody, but
you're not going to like the price." He pointed to some holes in
the plaster to the side of the staircase. "Might even have termites
or rats. Look at those holes."

Great, just great. Now I had to worry about
rats. "How about a couple of apprentices, and you can manage
them?"

Big Ron gave me a look. "So I'm the
full-time babysitter then? That's not what you're paying me
for."

I held up my hands. "Okay, okay, we'll deal
with it later. Let's look over the rest of the house."

I made a note on my worksheet about the
woodwork. I pointed out the powder room with the missing toilet as
we headed for the kitchen.

"One in every house," he said with a
shrug.

The kitchen looked worse than I remembered.
Big Ron tried the kitchen faucet, and after a few bings and bangs,
sludgy looking water began to pour out.

I spun around at the sound of a low
whistle.

"This is one ugly Painted Lady in the light
of day," George said.

"Thanks for pointing out the obvious. Didn't
anyone ever tell you that whistling is rude? And what are you doing
here?"

"Hoping to lure you away for a working lunch
since it doesn't look like we'll be cooking in here anytime
soon."

"I've got a lot to do to get Big Ron started
before I can go," I said hesitantly, although I was as excited
about getting our plan started as I was about starting on Marlton
House. "Okay," I said, turning back to Big Ron, "so I want to keep
the soapstone sink and the tin ceiling."

Big Ron nodded in agreement. "Demo the
rest?"

I nodded and handed him one end of the
measuring tape. "I'll work a preliminary sketch tonight. Obviously,
we need a good plumber. Can you call your guy?"

"Yep. I think the brown sludge is probably
corroded iron pipes. We'll need to do new copper."

"Cha-ching!" George said, startling me.

I glared at him. "You're welcome to be here,
but only if you can keep the comments to a minimum. We're trying to
work here."

"So sorry," he said. "I guess I never
realized how much goes into something like this. What's your
renovation budget?"

I sighed. "A little up in the air right
now."

"Staying on budget will be a miracle," Big
Ron interjected.

I made a face. "Hey, it's a possibility." I
was hoping for a break on the second-floor renovations. Obviously,
the bathrooms would need to be redone, but if the floors and walls
were in good condition, I could save some money there.

"We need to get the foundation guy in to
check out the cellar," Ron reminded me. "No use doing a bunch of
work up here if we've got foundation problems."

"Will do," I replied.

We walked through to the dining room with a
giant stone fireplace and hearth. It looked to be in pristine
condition. "Now that's what I'm talkin' about," Ron said. "All we
need is a chimney sweep and a scope to check for cracks. Otherwise,
it's perfect."

"Yeah," I said. "And I'm loving the
condition of these floors. Nice wear and patina, but no gouges or
damage. I'm thinking we polish and go."

I high-fived Ron, and George said, "So
that's where you get it. Must be one of those manly,
construction-worker things that I don't understand."

I snorted. "High-fiving is better than
whistling."

"I'm not sure I'd agree," George said as we
walked into the formal parlor. "Watch out for those curtains," he
warned.

In the light of day I could see that this
room had beamed ceilings and a carved mahogany mantel around the
black iron fireplace. "That's unusual," I said, nodding at the
cast-iron fireplace box.

Big Ron nodded. "Custom made when the place
was built, I'm sure. Is that gold leaf on the mahogany?"

I stood on tippy-toe and rubbed at the
mantel's finish. Soot and dirt came off on my hand. Underneath,
gold sparkled. "Score!" I cried. "It's gold leaf. It really is.
This is amazing." I stepped back, taking in the whole mantel.
"We're going to need to have this professionally cleaned." I held
up a hand in George's direction. "Do not cha-ching me."

George made a lock-and-key sign in front of
his mouth.

I turned to Ron. "With the one-of-a-kind,
high-end features like this, I can charge a premium for this
place."

"You're going to need to with damage like
that." He pointed up at the watermarks dotting the ceiling. "You
got enough credit to float this project until closing?" Big Ron
asked.

"It'll be tight, but I think I can swing it
after closing on Sticks and Stones," I replied thoughtfully.

"You're going to have to tap into some more
resources," he said. "Anything can and will go wrong with a place
like this. How about your Gram?"

Gram had no real money left, and we'd
mortgaged Rockgrove to pay for its extensive renovation and to buy
my first flip house. There was no money left there.

"Perhaps the bank will extend you a bridge
loan based on the appraised selling price of Marlton House," George
suggested.

Possible but not probable. But I was
genuinely impressed by his financial knowledge. The economy was
still not very friendly to small businesses. Banks were the worst.
"Let's get started on what we can control. If we go over budget,
I'll go to the bank. I need to finish the work list first."

The second floor, with the exception of the
two bathrooms (we avoided the one with the crime scene), which were
a total gut, was surprisingly clean. Some paint, polish to the wood
floors, and crown molding repairs were all that was needed.

"You doing central heat/AC on this place?"
Big Ron asked.

"Let's check the attic. If there's room to
mount a unit and run ductwork, then it's a go. Otherwise, I might
have to use those low-profile wall units for upstairs." We trekked
up the narrow attic stairs with Big Ron leading the way.

"Holy moly!" Big Ron yelled as he opened the
door to the attic.

George had his hand over his mouth. "What's
that smell? Don't tell me you've found another body."

I was gasping for air as I reached the top
step. It took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the gloom. The
acrid smell was overpowering. "No way!" I almost shrieked.
"Impossible." Please don't let there be another body, I prayed.

Ron shined the flashlight across the
cavernous space. Relief flooded me. No body. My brain started
ticking away with possibilities. Game room, in-law suite, hmm…

"What's the problem, Ron?" I asked, watching
him gingerly tap a supporting beam. "This is a great space despite
the smell."

I looked around the floor. "What's all that
white stuff?"

"That's what I'm trying to tell you if you'd
both quit jammerin'. You've got bats in your belfry."

"Bats?" I said, and Big Ron shined the light
up to the pitched roof. The ceiling seemed to move slightly like a
gentle wave.

"That's not just bats," George cried.
"That's a whole colony."

"The ceiling is covered," I whispered.
"What're we going to do?"

"Well, I say we back away slowly and head
downstairs," replied Big Ron, switching off the light.

I followed his advice with George and Big
Ron close behind. When we were at the landing, with the door closed
securely behind us, I let out a long breath.

"Oh my gosh. This isn't good," I cried. I
could feel my professionalism slipping away as full-on panic set
in. "How do you get rid of a colony of bats?" I screeched. I stared
at George.

He shuddered. "Don't look to me for help. If
I owned this place, I'd burn it down and start over."

"Thanks so much, George," I replied
sarcastically and turned to Big Ron.

He was scrolling through his phone. "There's
a guy I know who catches critters—you know, skunks and raccoons—and
relocates them. Probably to his Crock-Pot. The crazy SOB'll eat
anything," he added with a laugh.

I made a face. "Do you think he can get rid
of the bats?"

Big Ron shrugged. "If Tommy Two Fingers
can't handle it, we might need to go with George's plan."

"Tommy Two Fingers? Really?" I asked,
raising my brows.

"The man's in a dangerous line of work," Big
Ron replied as he listened to the phone ring.

While Big Ron made arrangements with Tommy
Two Fingers, George said, "Once the bats are gone, you're going to
have to call in a hazmat team to clean up that mess. It's got to be
an environmental hazard."

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Ya think?"
I replied. "I just hope I can keep working in the rest of the house
while they're doing the cleanup."

What a mess. Don't get me wrong, every flip
had its flop moments. It always cost more. There were always hidden
problems, and the timeline was always blown. But I'd never had to
deal with a colony of bats before.

"Okay," Big Ron said, tucking the phone back
into his pocket. "He'll be here at four. I'll meet him since you've
got Sticks and Stones closing."

"Has he ever done a bat abatement before?" I
asked.

"Not a whole colony. Just one or two in an
attic. He thinks he might be able to wait until the colony goes out
to hunt and then seal up their entryway."

That sounded smart to me. "How much is this
going to cost?" I asked warily.

"He usually charges by the animal, but since
you've got a whole colony, he said he'll give you a special
deal."

I sighed. It could've been worse. "Can you
get Clean-Pro in and see if they can handle the clean-up? I want to
be able to keep working on the other floors while they're
here."

"Will do, Boss." Big Ron headed back to his
truck.

I turned to George. "I've got at least
another hour of measuring to do, so unless you're here to
help—"

He held up his hands. "I can see lunch isn't
going to happen today. I'll grab a sandwich and get back to my
shop. Let me know how it goes with Bat Man."

I was disappointed to miss our working
lunch, but the bat problem had completely ruined my focus and my
appetite. I spent the next hour measuring each room and making a
detailed list of repairs as well as design ideas.

A knock at the front door startled me. I was
surprised to see John. He gave me a small wave and a smile as I
invited him in.

"Didn't expect to see you here," I said,
giving him my best quizzical look.

"Janiece asked me to drive her into town for
a few things. She's at the Anderson Gallery checking out the new
quilt display," he said with a nod down the street.

"Good luck getting her outta there any time
before nightfall."

"Yeah, she barely glanced up when I told her
I was coming down here to see you." He laughed then looked around.
"This is some house."

I moved aside, motioning him in. "It sure
is," I agreed. "Unfortunately, I just found out we've got 'bats in
the belfry.'" I launched into my latest tale of woe. He tried
valiantly to keep a straight face, but when I got to Tommy Two
Fingers, critter catcher extraordinaire, he burst into
laughter.

"Go ahead—yuck it up," I said, stifling my
own laugh.

"It's just so ridiculous," he said, drawing
a deep breath. "Whew! It's like you're on some kind of reality
show."

"Hey, you're part of the show too," I
reminded him.

"You got me there." He wiped his eyes on his
sleeve. "Do you have time to give me the grand tour?"

"Sure," I said with a smile, "but we won't
be going to the attic."


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


I finished the closing for the Sticks and
Stones house by 5:15. Surprisingly, there had been no problems. No
last minute fixes. No snags with the mortgage company. Today had
been a good day despite the problem with the bats. I had enjoyed my
time with John. He'd stayed and helped me measure the whole
downstairs before taking Gram home. He was also a pleasant,
well-mannered man who wasn't a bit hard on the eyes. He seemed
hopeful that starting therapy twice a week with a doctor in Seattle
would help. Gram had graciously offered him the use of her car.

I checked my phone and saw two missed calls
from Big Ron. I called him back.

"Hey, Boss Lady, how'd closing go?"

"Perfect. Not one problem. Good work."

"That's what I like to hear," he said with a
smile in his voice. "So Tommy was by, and he thinks he can handle
the bat problem."

"What's his plan?" This ought to be
good.

"He's coming back tonight to see where
they're getting in and out. Kinda like a bat stakeout. Once they
take off to hunt, we'll close up the hole, and he'll go up in the
attic and cage up the leftovers. He didn't think there'd be too
many."

"What time's this bat stakeout taking
place?" I asked.

"Dusk. We're starting at seven. You in?" he
asked.

"Wouldn't miss it," I said with a laugh. "So
where do the bats go if they can't get back into the attic?" I
asked curiously.

There was a pause on Ron's end. "I'm not
really sure. Guess we'd better ask Tommy when we see him. I'm sure
they just find a cave or something. We got plenty of those over on
the cliffs."

I hung up and started my truck. Maybe I
should do an Internet search on this bat abatement thing. I
wouldn't want to get in trouble now that things were finally going
smoothly.

 


* * *

 


I arrived home just a few minutes later.
John and Gram were working away in the kitchen. "Something smells
wonderful," I said, grabbing a cookie out of the cookie jar Gram
always kept on the counter.

"John just remembered he can cook," Gram
said with a big smile.

"I walked into the kitchen and thought,
'I'll whip up some chicken cordon bleu.' Seriously," he said,
shaking his head. "I remember all the ingredients."

"Well, this is going to be quite a treat,
isn't it Gram?" I asked with a smile.

"Oh no. I told John that Alice is picking me
up for the monthly quilting social and potluck. Dolly made me a
tuna casserole to bring. So I suppose it'll be just the two of
you."

I looked closely at Gram. Her face was
innocent, but I knew she'd had a hand in this.

"Sounds lovely," I said. "If you don't mind,
I'm going to go wash off the grime."

"Dinner's at six," John said as he sautéed
onions and mushrooms in an iron skillet.

I took a quick shower and then found myself
actually agonizing over what to wear. In my own house for
dinner—ridiculous! I ended up picking a pair of jeans and a soft
buttery-yellow sweater. I also left my hair down and applied a
swipe of mascara and bit of lip gloss. The overall effect was good.
Maybe too good, I thought as I turned sideways in the mirror. I had
never been comfortable showing off my curves.

John had set the kitchen table and lit two
candles. It was cheerful and intimate without being overly
romantic. Good.

John did a double take as I walked by. "I
barely recognize you out of uniform. You look wonderful."

I felt myself blushing. "Thanks—I'm not so
comfortable 'out of uniform.' But it's not every day that a
mysterious Mr. X makes me a sumptuous meal, so I decided to dress
the part."

He laughed. "Mr. X. I love it. Like I'm a
spy or something." He poured me a glass of wine, and his fingers
brushed mine as he handed it to me.

"You are mysterious," I reminded him. And
who knew what else? I reminded myself sternly. This wasn't the
time to get caught up in candlelight and wine.

"Yeah, even to myself," he laughed. "I don't
think that's how it's supposed to work," he continued. "But
sometimes it's good to be Mr. X. I'm sure there are a million
things I should be worrying about, but I'm living in the moment
instead." He clinked his glass to mine, and we sat down at the
table.

The chicken was amazing. He'd also made
mashed potatoes and green beans. I'd had two helpings of chicken
when I happened to glance at the kitchen clock.

"Shoot," I muttered.

"What's wrong?" he asked, putting down his
fork and taking a sip of wine.

"I forgot I was supposed to meet the bat guy
at seven. I hate to eat and run. I'll help you clean up first," I
offered, gathering my plate and heading for the sink.

"How about I go with you to meet the bat
guy, and we'll clean up when we get back?" he suggested. He
continued to clear the table and pile the dishes in the sink.

"You really want to go?" I asked.

He shrugged. "Don't think I've ever seen bat
abatement or a guy with two fingers. So it ought to be
interesting."

I nodded. "It won't be boring. That's for
sure."

I pulled on my Carhartt work jacket and a
pair of steel-toed work boots. As we got inside my truck, I said,
"I really appreciate the dinner. It was so delicious. Really, you
don't have to go with me if you don't want to." I was turned facing
him, and his big blue eyes met mine.

"I can't think of anything else I'd rather
be doing or anyone I'd rather be with." He leaned over and kissed
me lightly on the lips. "But I wouldn't mind trying a real date
that didn't include bats."

I nodded but didn't commit. I was still
reeling from the kiss. It was a nice kiss, but I didn't have a
butterflies-and-rainbow reaction. Which was my usual judge of how
attracted I was to a man. It hadn't worked so great in the past, so
maybe I should reconsider my system and go with the flow for
now.

We pulled up to Marlton House right behind
Big Ron's truck and a ramshackle station wagon pulling a homemade
trailer. Critter Ridder was spray painted on the side of the
trailer in bright orange.

John looked over at the contraption and back
at me. "You sure this guy is a professional?"

"Do you know of anyone else to call to
remove a colony of bats from an attic?"

"Good point," he said with a nod and opened
the door.

As we walked up the front steps, I heard
someone calling my name. I looked down the street, and there was
George, waving his hand. We waited for him at the front door.

"What are you doing here?" I asked.

"Well, a howdy-do to you too," he said in
mock offense. "I heard there's going to be a bat wrangling tonight.
I was hoping for a front-row seat."

"You're not exactly dressed for bat
wrangling." I shook my head at his starched white shirt, khaki
slacks, and Sperry boat shoes.

"I wore my casual clothes and brought
gloves," he said, waving a pair of leather driving gloves under my
nose.

"How is any of that going to help you in the
event of a bat attack?" I asked.

"Let's hope it doesn't come down to him
defending us from a bat attack," John said with a laugh.

George glared at him but addressed me. "I
understand you've hired a professional." He glanced over at the
dilapidated station wagon. "A licensed 'critter ridder.' What could
go wrong?" He wiggled his eyebrows at me.

I laughed. "Okay, you can stay."

We walked in to find Big Ron hauling
equipment up the attic stairs. A scrawny man with a ponytail and a
handlebar mustache sat on the windowsill smoking what I hoped was a
home-rolled cigarette.

"Could you refrain from smoking in my house,
please?" My voice was calm, but my hackles were up.

He looked startled. "Sure, sure, no
problem," he said, dropping the butt on the wood floor and crushing
it with his heel. "You must be Alex." He stuck out a hand that was
missing the last three digits. "I'm Tommy."

Awkward shake to say the least. "This is
George and John."

George and John got an opportunity to shake
Tommy's hand.

"Great, great. More hands to get the job
done. Got any experience with bats?"

George started to say something, but I
stilled him with a look. "None of us do. What's the plan?"

"Well, I got Big Ron putting the equipment
at the attic door so I can move right in after the colony leaves. I
'spect to find a few stragglers. Now them would be yer most
dangerous. Could be sick, might even have the rabies." I shuddered
as he continued. "We'll go out and watch the colony leave and then
find their hole in the attic. It's probably the old chimney."

"So then we just board up the hole, get rid
of the remaining bats, and then a clean-up crew can come in
tomorrow?" I asked.

Tommy made a face. "That's how it's supposed
to work. Bats are funny critters. Hard to predict. You better tell
that clean-up crew to show up in hazmat suits. Oh, and bring axes,
'cause you ain't cleaning the floor up there. You gonna have to
replace it."

I groaned as dollar signs flashed before my
eyes. Big Ron came down the stairs. "All ready."

"Okay, folks," Tommy said, "let's get
outside and start the stakeout."

The stakeout consisted of Tommy telling us
stories about his most difficult critter catches. There was a wild
boar that had kept attacking a farmer's sheep. There was a
twenty-foot python who'd gotten stuck in the dashboard of an RV.
And of course, the most ferocious critter that had cost him his
fingers—a gray-and-white tabby cat.

We all turned to stare at him at that one.
"A regular old house cat ripped your fingers off?" John asked
dubiously.

"It sure sounds bad when you put it like
that," Tommy said.

"Were you knocked out when the starving cat
gnawed your fingers off?" George asked.

I elbowed George. "That's disgusting."

Tommy waved his hand. "Naw, naw, nothin'
like that. I was reaching into a basement window—the cat was right
there—but she wouldn't come out. I reached a little farther and
bumped the casement window. Old glass came apart in shards. Fell
like a guillotine across my knuckles. Whap!"

We all jumped.

"And just like that I was Tommy Two
Fingers."

"Life's a funny thing, isn't it?" George
said, giving Tommy a pat on the back.

"Did you rescue the cat?" I asked.

He nodded. "Yep. Got the cat in one hand and
my fingers in the other. What a mess!" He lit a cigarette and shook
his head at the memory.

I didn't say anything about the smoking. We
were outside, and this dude had earned it.

"Kept the cat, ya know," he said into the
silence that followed.

John turned to stare at the guy. "You kept
the cat that caused you to lose your fingers?"

Tommy nodded. "Named her Three Fingers." He
gave us a wink.

George had a coughing fit. Big Ron slapped
him on the back. I heard George say, "He named her Three
Fingers."

I took a deep breath. I hoped this guy was
better with bats than he was with cats.

"Whoop! There they go!" Tommy pointed to a
corner of the roof. Sure enough, a stream of small black objects
began to pour from the chimney. The sky seemed to darken as they
emerged like smoke from a fire.

"Huh," Tommy said to himself, "that's a lot
of bats."

I turned to him. "So what happens when we
close up the chimney and the bats can't get back in? Where do they
go?"

Tommy scratched his chin with his good hand.
"Don't rightly know. Guess we'll find out here shortly."


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 


Once the bats were gone, Tommy went right to
work. He suited up in what looked to be an old beekeeper outfit and
mounted the stairs with instructions that we stay out until he gave
the all clear.

The four of us waited outside the attic
door. Big Ron held a shovel at the ready. George was wearing his
driving gloves. John, like me, looked like he had no intention of
rushing in unless we heard the signal.

There was a crash and the sound of breaking
glass. We looked at each other. "What are the odds?" George said,
adding, "besides, I doubt there's a ferocious cat in there."

"Maybe we should check on him," said Big Ron
uneasily as yet another crash sounded from the other side.

"I'll go get a flashlight just in case,"
John said, heading back down the stairs.

Big Ron had his ear pressed against the
door. George stepped over to me and whispered, "Funny thing John
going on a hunt for a flashlight when there's one sitting right
there." George pointed a finger at the large flashlight on the
step.

"He must not have seen it," I said. "I know
there are a lot of unanswered questions with him, but overall he's
a nice guy."

"I'm not saying he's not a nice guy, but I
think his story has more holes in it than Swiss cheese. He's a
little preoccupied with Marlton House, don't you think?"

I shook my head. "You really think he faked
amnesia to worm his way into my life in order to have access to
this house?"

George held up his hands. "I admit I don't
have a lot of details. But it doesn't mean the guy's not up to
something."

"And it doesn't mean he is! And you've got
no room to talk," I shot back at him.

"Hey, I know my motives weren't the best in
the beginning," George said. "Maybe it takes one to know one, but I
get the feeling there's more on his agenda than simply getting his
memory back. It makes me nervous with him out at Rockgrove with
just you two."

"All clear!" came Tommy's voice from behind
the attic door. "I say again, all clear."

"This isn't done," George said. "I'll go to
Janiece with my concerns if you don't take it seriously."

"You're going to tattle to Gram on me?" I
cried. "Oh, that's real mature."

Further discussion was cut off as Big Ron
opened the door, and the overwhelming stench of acrid bat excrement
invaded my nostrils.

George groaned and reached into his pocket
for his handkerchief. Scented, no doubt.

John was behind us with a lantern-style
flashlight that cast a huge amount of light into the dim space. He
shined the light on Tommy, who was looking a little worse for wear
but triumphantly holding a cage full of bats.

"Eww!" I shuddered, staring at their beady
eyes. "What are you going to do with them?"

Tommy pulled off his beekeeper hood. "Well,
they're yours 'less you don't want 'em."

George laughed at that.

"No, no. You can have them," I said, making
an "ick" face.

"You sure?" Tommy asked, waving the wire
cage at me and making the bats flap around. "They're good
eats."

"You're going to eat them?" George
asked.

Tommy nodded. "Not much meat, but what's
there sure is sweet." He nodded to Big Ron. "Might want to start
working on boarding up that chimney. The colony won't stay out
long, and I wouldn't want to be here if they manage to get back
in."

Ron moved quickly and began hammering
plywood over the three-foot-wide hole near the top of the chimney.
"Rest of you might want to shine the light around. Rattle things a
bit just in case I missed a couple."

We looked around the gloomy, poop-covered
attic. "Wouldn't it be easier to just slice the top half of the
house off and put on a new roof?" George asked.

"I wish," I replied, taking a flashlight and
heading into one of the far corners. George and John did the same.
As I made my way back deeper into the attic, I thought about the
box. Would the tourist have put it up here? Maybe he came up during
the night when all the bats were gone. But he couldn't have missed
the smell. I shined my light along the rafters and then down on the
floor.

George came up behind me. "You thinking what
I'm thinking?" he asked.

"Yeah, but it doesn't make sense to put the
box up here. Why would he have needed to be so precise about the
size? There's plenty of room up here." I raised my hands.

"I agree," George said. "The box fits in
some nook or cranny. Maybe even in plain sight." I rolled my eyes
at that one. Hiding things in plain sight is what had got George in
trouble in the first place.

"I got one!" John yelled.

We ran toward him just as he trapped a bat
under a cardboard box.

"Tommy," I called, "bring the cage."

A few seconds later, Tommy appeared with a
cage. "Let's see what you've got there." He carefully pulled up the
box, and an angry bat raced out, flapped over our heads and out the
door. "We got a runner!" Tommy yelled.

He bounded down the stairs. We bounded after
him. George touched my arm to hold me back. "Let's meet tomorrow
morning and go through this place with a fine-tooth comb. No
mystery man and no Big Ron. It's time to start this
investigation."

I nodded. "Sounds like a plan." Then I heard
something. A far off sound.

"Do you hear that?" I asked George.

George listened, nodding. "Yep. And it's
getting louder." There was banging on the roof and then on the
upper-floor windows.

"The bats are back!" I cried and raced down
the stairs. "They're back! You guys!" There was a crash
downstairs.

I ran into the parlor and found Tommy with
the wayward bat in his cage. "Got 'em!"

"Tommy," I said breathlessly, "the bats are
back. They're trying to get in."

Tommy looked a little confused. "Huh," he
said, peering out the window. "Ain't seen that before."

"What do you mean you haven't seen this
before? I thought you were a professional." My hands were on my
hips, and I took a step closer, staring him down.

He shrank back. "I have done this before.
Why probably upward of twenty times," he said, puffing himself up.
"What I was sayin' is that I've never abated a whole colony. Which
is what you got here. They're a little harder to predict."

A bat banged into the front window. I
jumped. George, who was standing directly in front of the window,
squealed like a girl.

"Really, George?"

He turned on me. "You do realize there's a
colony of angry bats trying to get back in this house, don't you?
And they look ready to break the windows if necessary. Maybe you
should call the police."

I glanced out the window. Neighbors had
started to gather across the street. People were stopping in their
cars and pointing at Marlton House. My phone rang. It was Gram.

"Hello, dear," she said. "I'm standing
outside. We've just finished up our meeting and were on our way to
grab a cup of coffee when we saw all the bats. What's going on in
there?"

"Nothing," I said calmly. "Why do you
ask?"

There was a pause, and Gram said, "Because
the house is covered in bats, dear. I mean, covered as in horde of
locust. I'll snap a picture and text it to you."

The phone went dead.

George raised his eyebrow. "Looks like we've
got spectators."

My phone chirped, and I clicked on Gram's
text. "Oh no!" I cried.

George grabbed the phone from me. "You don't
see something like that every day. Looks like you're going to have
yourself a YouTube hit."

Tommy and Big Ron crowded around the phone.
Tommy pulled out reading glasses from his shirt pocket, which gave
him a hippie professor look. "Well I'll be a monkey's uncle!" Tommy
said. "Look at 'em all." He handed me back the phone, continuing,
"I'da bet money that them critters would head to the cliffs."

"Maybe they don't know the way," Big Ron
suggested.

Tommy nodded. "I think you're on to
something, my man."

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "What do we
do now?" I asked. "How are you going to get them to leave?"

"Maybe we can just wait them out. Daylight
comes, they'll have to leave," George suggested.

Tommy thought about that for a moment and
then shook his head. "Probably not the best idea. You're right,
though. When it starts to get light, they're going to seek
darkness. Only they'll be confused. They'll end up seeking shelter
all over town. Not sure your neighbors would be happy about housing
your bats for the day."

"They're not my bats!" I snapped. "It's not
like I brought them here as pets." I pressed a hand to my forehead,
picturing bats hiding in every dark nook and cranny on Main Street,
waiting to attack the unlucky passerby who took a shortcut through
the alley.

"There are a lot of people out there
snapping pictures and texting who probably think they're your
bats." George gave me a little smile.

"This isn't funny." I glanced around the
room. "Where's John?"

"That's the question of the hour, isn't it?"
George said cryptically.

I walked back to the kitchen and shined a
light around. John jumped up from behind an old table. "What are
you doing in here?" I asked.

He turned and got to his feet. "There was a
small hole in the window here, so I blocked it off."

I shined the light at the window. There was
an old washboard wedged against it. "Oh, okay," I replied.

The others joined us in the kitchen.
"Tommy's got a plan," Big Ron said, hooking a finger at Tommy.

"Let's hear it."

"So what if I use the bats I caught to lure
the other bats away from the house and up to the cliffs?" he asked,
still wearing his professor glasses and looking smarter by the
second.

"How would that work?" I asked.

"So I'll strap the bats to the roof of my
wagon and start driving real slow. Maybe the colony will follow
along." Tommy gave me a nod and put an unlit cigarette in his
mouth.

"That's the most ridiculous idea I've ever
heard," said George before I could speak.

Tommy pointed his two fingers in George's
direction. "Don't hear any bright ideas coming out of your mug, Mr.
Fancy Pants."

I laughed.

"These are not fancy pants," George
retorted. "They are Dockers. For casual work wear. For all types of
work, up to and including bat abatement."

"I think his pants look nice," said Big Ron.
"Just because a man dresses well don't mean he's a fancy
pants."

"I think he's a fancy pants," John chimed
in.

"Enough!" I held up my hand. "I can't
believe I'm saying this, but I think Tommy's plan might work."

George shook his head, and Tommy
preened.

"Tommy can wear his beekeeper suit for
protection and strap the bat cages on the roof. We'll wait here and
see if the bats start to follow him. If so, we'll follow behind to
make sure nobody runs into the back end of him. Everybody got it?"
I clapped my hands. "Let's do it."

"This is the stupidest idea in the history
of ideas," George said as we picked up our things and headed for
the door.

"Agreed. I'm open to other suggestions.
What's yours?" I glared at him.

"Call the police!" he said. "Maybe they can
get animal control to handle it."

I shook my head. "And take a chance of
getting shut down again? No way."

We watched as Big Ron banged on the front
door with a hammer a couple of times to ward off any bats. Then
Tommy donned his beekeeper hat and walked out the door. A cage full
of bats in each hand. Big Ron slammed the door shut behind him, and
we all ran over to the window facing the street.

As Tommy strapped the first cage full of
bats to his roof, a couple of curious bats flew down to
investigate. By the time he had secured the second cage, a dozen
bats were flying around the critter wagon. He turned and gave us a
thumbs-up before climbing in.

Tommy backed out of the driveway toward the
streetlights. He moved slowly, just rolling down the street. As he
pulled away from the house, more bats swarmed toward his wagon. We
heard flapping and scratching. A cheer went up from our audience
across the street as a black cloud of bats began to follow the
critter wagon slowly toward the cliffs.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 


"I can't believe this is working," George
grumbled from the backseat of my truck. He was a little sour about
the seating arrangements.

"Hey," I replied, "don't you dare jinx this.
That critter ridder contraption is going to save my butt." I
pointed ahead to the slow-moving station wagon with two cages of
bats strapped to its roof.

John leaned over and looked up at the night
sky. "That sure is a sight to see. Look at them all." He pointed to
the swarm of bats swooping and diving behind the wagon.

"So how's this brilliant plan end?" George
asked, leaning forward like a little kid. "Anybody thought that
through yet?"

"We get to the cliffs. Tommy takes the bat
cages off of the roof and opens them up. All the bats should just
fly out to the cliffs," I said with more confidence than I
felt.

"And what if they all just head back to
Marlton House?" George asked.

"That would suck," John said.

Yeah, what he said. Instead, I said
reasonably, "We are going to be five miles from the house. I'm sure
they'll find a nice dark area to nest in at the cliffs."

As we approached the cliffs, the partial
shell of Jack Condor's condo community rose like a giant against
the moonlit sky. Condor hadn't gotten much further than building
the exterior of the four-story retail space designed to complement
the high-rise ocean-front condo community under proposal.
Construction had stopped a few months back because of multiple
building code violations. I'd read in the paper that Condor was
back in negotiations with the town and expected to resume
construction within the month.

Tommy's wagon stopped at the top of the
cliff next to the unfinished buildings. The colony of bats
continued to dip and dive around their caged brothers and
sisters.

Big Ron pulled up beside us and rolled down
his window. "What's he up to?"

I rolled my window down. "Not sure, but here
he comes."

"Hope all those bats don't follow him over
here," Big Ron replied.

Tommy pulled off his beekeeper visor. "We
got a problem," he said and lit a cigarette.

I waved the smoke away from my face. George
rolled down the back window, saying, "You mean other than the
colony of rabid bats?"

Tommy pointed his two-fingers—expertly
clasping the cigarette—at George. "I don't need no lip from you,
Mr. Fancy Pants. This job's 'bout wore me out."

"What's the problem, Tommy?" I asked,
rolling up George's window and sliding on the child safety
lock.

"I don't know what to do with them now that
we're here. I'd hoped we could release the bats into a cave or
cavern. Some kind of protective structure that they might like to
nest in. The cliff is just sheer rock until you're about halfway
down. To be sure they got into one of those caves, someone would
have to take those caged bats down there and hope their buddies
follow 'em in. An' that someone ain't gonna be me. I'm afraid of
heights." Tommy took a long draw and blew out a stream of blue
smoke.

I sighed. "Anyone a professional mountain
climber?" I asked, looking from Big Ron to John.

George piped up from the backseat, "Hey,
maybe that's what John did before he lost his memory. Go ahead and
give it a shot, buddy." George thumped John on his arm.

John growled.

"Shut up back there, Fancy Pants," I
ordered. "Okay, so obviously that's not an option. Where else could
we put them?"

There was a few seconds of silence, and then
we all looked over at the dark structure of the unfinished
stores.

Big Ron said, "You thinking what I'm
thinking, Boss?"

I nodded.

Tommy followed our line of sight. "That's a
good spot. I'll go up a few floors and set the cages near one of
those open windows. I'll leave the cages open so the bats can come
out as they please." Tommy nodded thoughtfully. "Yep, that's our
best bet."

 


* * *

 


Revenge really is sweet. I laughed the whole
way back to town. Those bats had taken over Condor's retail space
like it was Dracula's castle. Which, come to think of it, it
probably was. The only thing better would be to see the look on
Condor's face when his foreman said they couldn't start work
because of all the bats.

In your face, Condor! I gunned the truck and
laughed again. I stopped at George's flower shop. Big Ron gave us a
honk and a wave as he continued down the street and headed
home.

"Thanks for your help tonight," I said to
George. "Sorry about the whole Fancy Pants thing." He'd actually
been a good sport, considering we'd been casting disparaging
remarks about his manhood.

"Don't forget about tomorrow. We've got work
to do." He patted my arm and gave John a curt nod.

"I didn't realize he worked at a flower
store," John said, looking out the window. "That explains a
lot."

"He doesn't just work there. He's the owner.
And he's a very good florist." At the tone of my voice, John let
the subject drop. I'm not sure why I defended George. I guess it
was okay if I picked on him, but I didn't like it when other people
did. We rode back to Rockgrove in companionable silence, broken
only a few times by my uncontrollable giggle at the thought of the
bats lounging around in Condor's stores. Bet they were loving those
cathedral ceilings.

"You must really hate that Condor guy," John
commented.

I thought about it a few seconds. "I don't
know that I actually hate anyone. But he's not done me or Danger
Cove any favors since he rolled into town."

"How so?" John asked.

"For one, he's manipulated half the town
council to get zoning regs changed so he can build cheap condo
complexes all over town."

"But people need affordable places to live,"
John said, playing devil's advocate. "Not everyone can live in a
mansion." He nodded to Rockgrove as I pulled up in the
driveway.

"Just because you live in a mansion doesn't
mean you have a lot of money. Look at me. I'm one missed payment
away from both personal and professional ruin." I turned off the
engine and looked over at him. "Besides, Jack Condor preys on
people who can barely make the high mortgage payments on those
overpriced condos he builds. There's no way to resell them either.
The market isn't strong enough yet. People are stuck in the condo
or they walk away and go bankrupt. What kind of choice is
that?"

John shrugged. "It's not like he forced
people into buying the condos. Any more than you're forced to live
house-poor in a mansion."

Something in the way he said that got my
hackles up. "This mansion has been our family home for
nearly a hundred years. I've spent thousands of dollars and hours
of labor restoring it to its former glory. What would you have me
do with it?"

John opened his door and looked out at the
giant lot overlooking the crashing ocean below. "Develop it. Sell
it. It's got to be worth a fortune."

I stalked off toward the door without a
word. He followed, apologizing as he went. "Look, this is a
wonderful place. All I meant was that if it's too much of a
financial burden on you and Janiece, then maybe you should look
into all of your options."

I didn't say a word. Just walked into the
kitchen, opened the fridge, and took out a beer.

Gram walked in as John said, "Alex, don't be
childish about this. You're a business person. Think it through
like one."

I turned toward him, bit the cap off my
beer, and spit it into the trash can from four feet away.

Gram gasped, "Alexandra, really!"

John laughed. "Now that took talent." He
came forward, grasped my arms, and planted a sizzling kiss square
on my mouth. His tongue licked my lips before he released me.

"Oh my," Gram murmured, looking away
awkwardly.

"Sweet dreams, Alex," he said with a smoky
look. "Good-night, Janiece."

I wiped my sleeve across my mouth and took a
swig of beer.

"What the devil's going on?" Gram asked.

"Can you believe he had the nerve to suggest
we sell Rockgrove to developers? Asked me if I was tired of being
house-poor. He needs to find a new place to recover from his
amnesia," I huffed.

"Well, dear," Gram began gently. "Perhaps
he's right. Maybe it is time to look at all the
possibilities."

I stared at her in stunned silence. Why
would Gram say something like that? She'd always lived here. Her
favorite line was, "I was born in this house, and I'm going to die
in this house."

"He got to you," I said furiously. "He's
been filling your head with nonsense while I'm out working."

Gram held up a wrinkled hand. "No,
Alexandra. I've been thinking about this for a while. I'm not going
to be around forever. What's going to happen when I'm gone? You're
going to live alone in this giant mausoleum. I can't bear the
thought, dear. If you were married with a family to fill these
empty rooms, then I'd feel differently." She touched my shoulder
lightly.

I shrugged off her touch. "I understand your
concern, but I have no intention of spending the rest of my life
alone roaming around Rockgrove and living in the past like
Dickens's Miss Havisham." I took a drink of my beer and stared
moodily out the dark window.

"We don't have to make any decisions right
now. But I do want you think about it. Please, dear." Gram gave me
a tremulous smile. "Think about what I've said. And by the by,
Alice broached the subject of developing Rockgrove. John has never
mentioned a word about the place."

I leaned over and hugged her. "Good-night,
Gram."

As she walked toward the doorway, she asked,
"Did you find a nice home for those bats, dear?"

I stifled a giggle. "Yes, Gram. I found the
perfect place."

"I knew you would," she replied with a
nod.

I took what was left of my beer and headed
into the family room. Everything Gram said made sense, but I didn't
want to hear it. I certainly wasn't planning to be alone the rest
of my life. I wanted a husband and a family. I'd just been so busy
working that I'd put all that on the back burner.

I sighed and slumped onto the couch. I
grabbed the remote and switched on the TV. The eleven o'clock news
was wrapping up. My eyes started to get heavy as the weather girl
droned on about the temperatures dipping. Where was spring
already?

"And in other news," the anchorwoman said,
"it seems Halloween is off to an early start this year. Check out
this footage from downtown Danger Cove shot earlier this evening.
It appears a colony of bats is following a pest control truck. Our
producer spoke to the owner of Critter Ridder, the service that was
transporting the bats, but he declined to comment, citing client
confidentiality. Witnesses on Main Street claim the bats were
attacking one of the historic homes in town, Marlton House. You'll
remember this is also the house where the body of a murdered
tourist was found last week. Court records show the house was
recently purchased by Finials and Facades Renovation Services."

The other anchorman leaned over. "Whew! I
think I'll keep my distance from that place," he said with a
cream-cheese smile. "Talk about having bats in your belfry, eh
Sheila?"

"If you say so, Bob," she replied. Sheila
kept a professional smile plastered to her face, but I pictured her
stomping on Bob's foot under the desk.

Unfortunately for me, most of my potential
buyers would probably be more like Bob—scared off by stories of
dead bodies and bat colonies. I sighed and took another sip of
beer, wondering if Marlton House was going to be my first flip to
flop.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 


I awoke to Smitty screaming, "Bad boy! Bad
boy!"

I rolled over with a groan and opened one
eye. John sat in the armchair across from the couch. He set a
steaming cup of coffee on the table in front of my nose. I sniffed
appreciatively.

"Peace offering," he said.

Smitty continued to squawk at him, throwing
in "bloody fool" every once in a while.

"Any advice on dealing with him?" he asked
with a sigh.

I sat up and rubbed my eyes. "He likes
grapes." I touched my hair and realized it was sticking up all over
my head. Static from the leather couch. Nice.

"Does it look as bad as I think it does?" I
asked John, patting my hair.

"Well, I don't want to get in any more
trouble than I'm already in, but I'd say you and Smitty are running
neck and neck for best bedhead."

I threw a pillow at him.

"Bad boy!" Smitty squawked in agreement and
shook his cage bars with his beak.

"Don't encourage him," John said with a
laugh. "I'm going to see if we have any grapes."

I pulled my hair into a ponytail using a
spare rubber band from my pocket and sipped the coffee. It was
heavenly. I stood up and stretched. Poor Smitty.

I walked over to his cage and peered in. I
opened the door and reached in to give him a stroke on the beak.
John came back in with a handful of grapes.

"Will this do, Your Majesty?" he asked the
bird.

Smitty hissed and backed away from the
door.

"Let me feed him one first. He'll get your
scent without being scared." I handed Smitty a grape, and he
snatched it out of my fingers.

He chewed it up greedily, saying, "Pretty
bird."

"He means me," I said to John.

"Yeah, didn't think he meant me."

"Give it a try. He's in a good mood now," I
said, opening the cage.

John reached in. Smitty hissed and ruffled
his feathers but took the grape. After he was done, he cooed, "Bad
boy."

"Aw, come on!" John said in mock agitation.
"Give me a break, bird."

"Hey," I said, "at least he said it
nicely."

We both laughed, our eyes meeting and
lingering a moment too long.

"Where are you off to so early?" I asked,
squinting at my phone. It was a few minutes before eight.

"I have my doctor's appointment in Seattle
this morning. I hope I make some kind of breakthrough. I can't keep
living off of your grandmother's kindness forever." He shook his
head.

"Well, it's only been a few days," I said
consolingly. "Besides, the social worker said she'd have some
emergency funds to you by Friday. We can float you a couple of
bucks and a tank of gas until then." I gave him a warm smile.

"How about I help out with the renovation to
work off some of my debt?" he asked suddenly.

"Well," I paused to think about the idea,
not entirely comfortable with it. If John was somehow involved with
the missing diamonds or the dead tourist, then giving him access to
Marlton House was not a good idea. On the other hand, he seemed
genuinely interested in helping, and he was a guest at Rockgrove,
after all. "I guess it would be okay. We could definitely use the
help."

His face beamed. "It would make me feel
useful instead of like dead weight. Hey," he said brightly, "I just
might be good with a hammer."

I nodded, imagining George's reaction to
this development.

"You know what really bugs me about all
this?" he asked in a low, intimate tone that made me think about
his lips on mine.

I shook my head and couldn't help staring at
his lips.

"Here I am with amnesia, no money, no job,
no idea where my family is or if I even have one." He raked a hand
through his hair. "And all I can think about is you. Taking you out
on a date, getting to know you, all that. Am I crazy?"

"Maybe your priorities are a little mixed
up," I said gently. "But I get it. It could just be that I was the
first person you saw when you woke up, and somehow you're drawn to
me because of that."
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