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Dear Reader,

Welcome back to Bookend Bay! If this is your first visit to this imaginary small town nestled on the sandy shores of Lake Superior, I'm so glad you found us. 

In this series, you’ll meet Quinn Delaney, newly divorced, reluctant amateur sleuth and proud new owner of her dream café.  Some changes in her midlife are welcome. Others, like suddenly seeing ghosts, acquiring an OCD twin from a parallel universe, and stumbling over more murders than any café owner should, are decidedly less so.

If you love best friends who find themselves in the odd pickle yet always persevere, you're in exactly the right place.

If you'd like to spend more time with Quinn, I'd love to have you join my newsletter at clarelockhart.com and I'll send you a free series novella as a thank you.

Happy reading!

Love and hugs,

Clare
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Chapter One
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My eyes fluttered shut as I let go of the last bit of tension in my body and listened to the velvety voice of Georgina, my hypnotist. 

“Picture a beautiful staircase,” she said. “The banister is smooth and polished. You put your hand on it and feel safe and secure. As you go down the stairs, you become more relaxed and comfortable.”

Following her instructions, I visualized a staircase. Step-by-step, my limbs grew heavy as I descended.

“In front of you is a door,” she said in a purring tone. “On the other side are the answers you’re looking for.”

Gosh, I hope so. The recliner made it easy to relax. Georgina had even provided a blanket, so I felt warm and cozy. I pictured a door, sunshine yellow, on a beach.

“Take a deep breath and go through the doorway.” Georgina paused.

The warm sand pressed between my toes as I moved forward into my imaginary world.

“You’ve now entered a place where dreams and reality blend together. You are even more relaxed here.”

Dreams and reality blend together. That notion made me uneasy. I tried not to think too much about what it might mean, considering my past. I’d learned, but not firsthand thankfully, that dreams could be doorways into other worlds, an experience I did not covet. Today, I was looking for a specific answer, so I pushed everything else from my mind and listened to my therapist.

Inside my head, a scene formed, a misty beach where I could hardly make out the horizon over the water. To my left, the rising sun cast a pink hazy glow.       

“Think back to the dream you want to remember,” she said. “Now, picture yourself inside that dream. Feel yourself there.”

I exhaled slowly and recalled Georgina’s promise that this dream-recall hypnosis was utterly safe because the dream I’d had three nights ago had been more like a nightmare. Of course, it was safe, I told myself, but doubt still niggled me. Just because Brielle, my twin from a parallel world, crossed into my life when she dreamed, didn’t mean I was traveling the galaxies when I hit the pillow at night. And just because Brielle could physically interact with things in my life didn’t mean I could do the same. It didn’t mean I’d done damage in some other universe. 

I just had to be sure. 

Since I was trying to confirm that I didn’t dream-travel to parallel worlds, I made myself step inside the memory of the dream I’d had three nights ago. It might be the only way to get it out of my head. I’d never had a dream like that—so real and shocking. I hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything else since.

It’s okay. Step into the dream.

“Think about where you are, what you see, feel, and smell,” Georgina said. “If you like, you can tell me about it or just experience it quietly.”

I hadn’t told her any specifics, just that the dream had unsettled me. I didn’t want to share details and open the door for a conversation about my paranormal life. “It’s too misty for me to see much of anything.”

“That’s okay. Try walking through the mist. Take your time. Some images might become clearer after our session.”

I pictured myself moving forward, walking along the beach, breathing in the moist air and feeling a cool vapor settle on my arms. The sky lightened, but the clouds remained, and the wind picked up as if a storm was coming. A gust blew over my face, carrying the scent of algae and ruffling my hair. Maybe because it had been unseasonably cold that spring, I thought about November gales when the fiery Lake Superior drew award-winning photographers to catch the unpredictable storms some people called witches. 

Don’t think about witches.

“You recall your dream in great detail,” Georgina prompted, which seemed true. 

A gull’s scream cut across the water. At least I thought it was a gull. Was it?

“I think I see something,” I said, moving toward a dark shape on the shore. Was I getting closer to the horrible murder I’d seen in my dream? 

My shoulders tensed. I took a deep breath and willed myself to relax on the exhale. Since this was a dream vision, it was possible that whatever was up ahead still wouldn’t make sense. 

Or maybe everything would be obvious. 

I braced myself and recalled what I’d learned—that dreams about murder were symbolic and might represent my aggression or anger toward someone. If that was true, and since I hadn’t seen the face of the murdered person, I didn’t know who the recipient of my anger was. I couldn’t think of anyone I was that furious at and certainly no one I wished dead. Not even my cheating ex-husband, who I hardly thought about anymore. So why would I dream such a horrible thing?

I wasn’t even positive I’d been the killer in the dream. Maybe I’d just been seeing things up close. That was the question haunting me, so I wanted a better look at the hands of the murderer to know for sure. 

“Move toward whatever it is so you can have a look.” Georgina’s voice seemed far away. “Remember, nothing can hurt you. You’re just a spectator.” 

A good thing to keep in mind. I moved closer to the large, dark object lying half on the beach and half in the water. The mist lifted, revealing a rowboat. A narrow one, perhaps used for racing. The bow was caught in the branches of a fallen tree as if the boat had drifted to shore. It looked expensive. Gleaming wood floor, seats, and gunwales. But where were the oars? Who would abandon a boat like this?

“I’ve come across a boat, but that’s all I see.” I scanned the beach, looking for the owner, but no one was nearby. At the end of the cove, off in the distance, a piece of the land jutted out like a long, green finger. For a moment, I wasn’t sure I wanted to find the person who owned this boat. But avoiding the issue wouldn’t do any good. The whole point was to learn who’d been on this beach. And this hypnotism seemed to work, so I’d better look around. 

“This place is familiar,” I said, recognizing the shape of the sheltered cove. “I think I’ve been here before, but not recently.” The cove wasn’t the one near my café in Bookend Bay, and it wasn’t at Beach Meadows, in the park where I’d lived last summer. I knew those beaches like the back of my hand. I cringed at the thought of that cliché, praying I’d not see the backs of my hands forcing anyone under the water in this dream world. 

“Don’t overthink,” Georgina said. “Allow yourself to sink deeper. You may even feel a sense of excitement.”

I don’t know if I’d call what I was feeling excitement. More like trepidation. “Okay,” I said, unfurling my fingers. I looked inside the boat and realized everything was wet. No wonder the wood was gleaming. 

As I leaned over to peer at the water sitting in the bottom, a shadow shape formed, reflecting off the surface as the sky lightened. Startled, I flinched. The figure flinched, too. I swallowed. Holy cow. 

It was me, I realized, with relief. Just to be safe, I looked behind me. Nothing.

“You look startled, Quinn. What are you seeing?”

I let out my breath. “Nothing, just my own reflection.” 

Georgina said something else, but I didn’t pay attention. I was starting to find her voice a distraction. She was pulling me out of this place. I stepped over the tree and walked farther down the shoreline, stepping around grasses and over driftwood. A flash of orange caught my eye. There, in the bushes, something caught on a branch. 

I moved closer to see what it was. 

A glove, with a thick stripe of orange across the back. It looked large, bigger than what I would wear. I’d seen these gloves before. My heart started to pound.  

The gull cried again, although maybe it wasn’t the gull at all. Maybe the cry came from my own throat. 

The nightmare came back to me. This glove had pressed the back of someone’s head under the water. Held them there. 

My own hands were gripping the arm of the recliner. I cried out. 

“Quinn, it’s time for you to return to this room,” Georgina said from a distance. “Feel yourself coming back into your body.”

I focused on her voice.

“I’m going to count to five and with every number, you will feel more and more relaxed. When I reach five, you’ll feel at peace and happy. You’ll remember what you saw, but it won’t upset you. One...”

As I concentrated on each number, it was as if I was swimming out of the dream world and surfacing into the chair in Georgina’s office.

“Begin to stretch slowly, then open your eyes. You’re feeling happy and refreshed,” she said cheerfully.

The pull of my back muscles as I stretched was grounding. I opened my eyes, feeling calm and present in the room. 

“Good. You’re back.” Georgina leaned forward in her chair, her ruby lips lifted in a reassuring smile. “You looked stressed, so I thought it best to end the session. I hope you don’t mind my bringing you back. How are you feeling?”

“I feel fine, thank you, and it’s not a problem that you ended the session. I’m going to let things resonate, but I think this was a productive experience. Thank you, again, Georgina.” 

I moved the chair out of its reclined position and stood. Surprisingly, the shock and fear I’d felt a minute ago were completely gone. A burden lifted. The glove I’d seen with the orange stripe did not belong to me. I was confident I was not the actor in some parallel existence. Relief washed over me. 

As I left Georgina’s office and no longer felt like I’d been dropped into a scene from Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, it suddenly seemed preposterous that I’d flooded my thoughts with the possibility I’d murdered someone in another universe. Just because my life was The Twilight Zone, and I spoke to ghosts and had a twin who most people couldn’t see, didn’t mean my dreams were real-life events. It was a dream—a random, albeit macabre, synaptic occurrence that had no more truth to it than the dream I’d had last week that my cat Oreo could fly. True, he had the leaping capacity of a cougar, but so far he hadn’t sprouted wings.

I slipped into my truck and headed back to my café, Break Thyme. It wasn’t far, about ten minutes. Georgina’s office was on the other side of the Malia River, which ran through Bookend Bay. I used to own a house on the river, but thankfully it had sold last summer. I’d worried it would never sell and would always be known as the house where my tenant was murdered. Geez, no wonder I was dreaming of murder. Thanks to a newspaper article in the Bookend Bay Bugle, even the townsfolk were starting to call me and my best friend Toni the Murder Gals, an epithet we didn’t appreciate, even if we’d brought a few murderers to justice. Who wanted to be known as a Murder Gal? Maybe that moniker, having worked its way into my subconscious, was responsible for my dream.

Having been a homeowner for twenty-five years, selling the house had been freeing in ways I’d not expected. I no longer worried if I could afford to re-shingle the roof over my head. Yard maintenance was inconsequential. My energy costs had decreased drastically—mainly because I’d lived in my recreational vehicle, Longfellow, last summer. But the trailer wasn’t winterized.

Break Thyme had done so well since I’d opened it two and half years ago that I’d renovated the second floor of my café into a small apartment where I’d spent the winter. Ray, my contractor, put up walls to give me a living and bedroom space. Break Thyme’s kitchen was a decent size and completely functional, so I used that to cook my meals. But as convenient as it was living at Break Thyme, I planned to move back into Longfellow for the summer to take advantage of a lakeside view.

I pulled into a parking spot in Moose Harbor, locked the truck, and took the boardwalk to the back entrance of the café. Unlike my hypnotic dream, there was no impending gale. The lapping waters of the majestic Lake Superior were brilliant blue and reflected white puffs of clouds so bright my eyes hurt, making me regret I’d left my sunglasses in the truck.

I waved to Olivia and Henrietta, sitting on a bench in Courtesy Park. Olivia co-owned Ollie’s Outfits with her twin brother and Henrietta had the bakery. If I hadn’t been away from my café for the last two hours, I’d have wandered over to catch up, but I wanted to get to work.

The aroma of our Glazed Strawberry Almond Scones met me as I entered the kitchen. Yum. I loved that the café smelled like whatever baked goods we featured that month. A dozen scones sat cooling on a rack. It looked as if Toni had just baked another batch, meaning we’d likely sold out. Our June scones were proving to be extra popular.

I hung my coat in the closet and grabbed my apron as Toni came into the kitchen carrying a pastry plate. 

“Hey,” she said. “How was your session?”

“Revealing. I’m glad I went. I feel much better and think I can put the dream behind me now.” I didn’t want to go into details in case someone overheard us. Besides Toni, no one else at Break Thyme knew I talked to dead people and had a twin from a parallel world. It had seemed prudent to keep those aspects of my weird life on the down low.

“Glad to hear it.” Toni set the plate on the counter, moved closer to me, and lowered her voice. “And for the record, I didn’t think for one minute you’d been involved in a murder in this world or any other.”

“Thank you for that vote of confidence, but don’t you think everyone has the capacity to kill, given the circumstance?” I lowered my voice, too. “What if I’d been in a fight for my life? Or in a fight for someone else’s life? One of my kids? Or you?”

“Do you think that’s what happened?”

Not after I’d walked the beach, found that glove, and not seen the victim or the murderer. “No, I don’t. Now, I think it was just a random dream, albeit a vivid one.” 

“Well, don’t have any more murder dreams, okay?” Toni said, picking up tongs. 

“Yes, Ma’am. How’s everything been here?”

“We’ve had more customers than usual, which gave the Luddites something to complain about when we ran out of scones, so I whipped up another batch.”

The Luddites were regulars at Break Thyme, a group of self-named retired men who longed for the good old days. “You are amazing. I probably would have told them tough luck.”

“I nearly did, but then I realized it gave me an excuse to take a break from you know who,” Toni whispered.

I closed the door between the kitchen and the café. “Oh, dear. What did she do now?” I’d hired Ivy last fall when my summer staff left at the end of the season. One thing about small-town living was that the potential employee pool was also small. Ivy was competent, but her strong personality rubbed Toni the wrong way, especially since Ivy was only nineteen years old and knew everything under the sun. Thankfully, I still had Poppy, my star employee who was on vacation in Bermuda with her boyfriend, Deputy Cody Wilson.

Ivy’s laughter drifted into the kitchen through the door. I couldn’t complain about her rapport with the customers. Most of the townsfolk had known Ivy’s family for decades and took her precocious airs with a grain of salt.  

“She tried to tell me how to cut in my butter the proper way,“ Toni said, rolling her eyes. “As if I hadn’t been baking since before she was a thought, and I needed guidance from a kid.”

I laughed at the nerve of Ivy giving baking advice to Toni, who, short of Henrietta, was the best baker I knew. “One day, she’ll look back on these years and realize she still had a few things to learn about life.”

“I’d love to be around to see that.” Toni finished filling the pastry plate, and I went up front to check on things.

“You’re back,” said Ivy, looking a little disappointed. Hmm, maybe she preferred not having the boss around. She continued emptying the dishwasher with one hand and swiping mugs dry with the other. No one could complain about her efficiency.

“Everything good?” I asked.

“Of course. It’s all under control. I’m moving all the mugs to the right side of the coffeemaker, though. It makes more sense, don’t you think, since we’re all right-handed here?”

“Okay.” I wasn’t sure if it made more sense, but I wasn’t an anal person, unlike my OCD invisible twin. 

“That’s not going to help,” came Brielle’s voice behind me. Speak of the devil. “If you pour the coffee with your right hand, then the mugs should be on the left side where they’ve always been.”

Ah, finally, she was gracing me with her presence. I might think I’d conjured her with my thoughts, but that couldn’t be true since I’d thought of her a lot lately. I was eager to talk, wanting to know where she’d been for the last three weeks. By her expression, I could see something had changed.  

“Let’s leave the mugs on the left, Ivy,” I said. “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”
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I congratulated myself for not being startled by Brielle’s sudden appearance. Finally, I was getting used to her popping into my life when I was in a public place. I didn’t want to react when she was invisible to everyone else, so I just bounded up the stairs, knowing she’d follow. 

Brielle visited my life when she was sleeping in hers. Luckily, we had different sleep schedules. She usually turned in earlier than I did, and since she lived in England, the time difference between us meant I was often still awake when she dream-traveled into my life. Often, but not always.

Sometimes, we didn’t connect, but I’d see signs of her visits when I woke. A compulsive clean freak, she had my café and trailer sparkling. Or putting her artistic skills to work, she occasionally left me a sketch or a painting. Not to sound like I was taking advantage, but I liked our arrangement and didn’t want it to end. Not because of the free maid service, but because I’d grown fond of Brielle. We knew each other in ways no one else ever would.

Every day that passed with no sign of her, and there had been twelve days this time, had me worrying her ability to visit me could end as abruptly as it had started. Who knew how these parallel universe crossings worked? I couldn’t even begin to understand the physics of parallel worlds. Sometimes I pictured her stepping into my life through a split in a curtain between dimensions.

Maybe our disconnect had somehow prompted my dream, although I could only speculate about this and didn’t know what good that would do.

Eager to know what had been going on with her lately, I ran up the stairs and closed the door behind her. 

“It seems like it’s been ages since we’ve talked. Where have you been? Are you okay?” As I asked these questions, I realized whatever was going on, it hadn’t worried her like it had me. She looked calm as could be. And happy. And refreshed, but then again, she usually did. Her off-the-shoulder print ruffle dress made her look lovely and feminine. Her skin glowed and her hair looked professionally tousled, as if that was a thing. 

Glancing down at my polyester sweater, I considered it might have seen too many wash cycles. Just because my apron hid most of my sweater didn’t mean I should wear it to work, but often I threw on whatever was coziest. During the decades when my focus had been on raising a family, Brielle, who’d been childless, seemed to have gained mad skills in fashion and cosmetology, talents that escaped me. Or maybe, when it came down to it, I just didn’t care enough to prioritize these things. It was time to accept my pedestrian style and stop comparing myself to an alternate me I was never meant to be—as soon as I got my head around that reality. 

To my credit, though, I did have a little something to be proud of. Over the last five months, I’d lost ten pounds using an exercise and calorie-counter app. And it hadn’t been all that difficult, either. As long as I walked for forty-five minutes every day and kept track of my caloric intake, I could still have a treat and keep to my weight-loss plan. 

Brielle lifted her hands into the air and smiled widely. “I’m more than okay, Quinn. I’m in love.”

This was a surprise. “I didn’t know you were seeing someone.” She’d never talked about pursuing a relationship, more to the contrary. She loved being single since her job as an authors’ assistant often had her traveling. 

She sighed happily. “I met Julien when I was in Avignon last year on tour. He’s a French author and was a guest speaker at the Provence Book Festival. We had a lovely afternoon over a bottle of Bordeaux, but then I went on to Prague and didn’t hear from him until a couple of months ago.”

Avignon. Prague. Well, la-di-da. “Really? What did the French author have to say?”

Her eyes turned dreamy. “Well, he reached out to me professionally, asking for my assistance. He’s written a new book and wanted help with the launch next month.” 

A new author to add to her roster. Probably a famous, best-selling, hot one. Just the thought of a man with a French accent…I tried not to sigh. “Congratulations,” I said, smiling to tamp down my envy. I really was happy for her. “That’s exciting. What does he write?”

“Fantasy with wizards and warfare. Incredibly creative with complex plots and well-developed characters. He’s a brilliant writer. His first book was a sensation and made all the best-seller lists. I’m going to work hard to ensure his second book does even better.”

“With you on his team, I’m sure it will.” I meant that. Despite our differences—and we did have them since our lives took separate directions at the age of eighteen—we were fundamentally the same person with traits in common, so I knew she’d work hard to achieve whatever goal she set for herself and her clients.

She flopped into my new lounge chair and swung her feet up onto the footstool. “I’ve never felt like this before. Right now, I’ve got this image in my head of Julien’s eyes—dark, inescapable pools that…oh, Quinn. When he looks at me, it’s like, I don’t know how to describe it, all-encompassing. The world melts away—it really does—and there’s nothing but the two of us in those moments. I’m so willingly adrift in Julien. I’ve hardly slept a wink in the past two weeks.” Her dreamy gaze floated over the room, landing on mine.

“And he cooks,” she continued. “He makes a vichyssoise to die for, and he knows how to pair wines to bring out the subtlest flavors. Always local because no one does wine like the French. And the cheese! We had a Brie de Meaux for breakfast that we picked up at the most delightful market. He fed me cherries, Quinn! Dangled them over my lips. It was one of the most sensual experiences of my life until I had to spit out the pit.” She laughed.

I laughed, too. I’d never seen her so animated. “I’m really happy for you. Are you planning to stay in France?”

“I don’t know. It’s too soon, isn’t it? I can’t make a decision like that, not yet. Oh, I wish you could smell this man. He wears a cologne I could breathe all day.”

I laughed at the thought of meeting him and taking a whiff, not that I could meet him. “I’ll leave the smelling to you.”

“You know, I was happy on my own, but I can’t begin to describe how wonderful it is to be with Julien. He’s curious about everything—which I love. He’s thoughtful, supportive, and smart as a whip.”

“He sounds perfect, and I can see how happy you are.”

She leaned forward, knees knocking together. “I wish you could meet a man just like him. Maybe I’ll make that my mission—to help you find true love. Oh! Wait. What about the park ranger? I’ve seen a spark in your eye when you talk about him.”

I’d had a few really nice dinner dates with Alec Camden over the last nine months, but then weeks passed in between without us connecting. We certainly weren’t having a whirlwind romance like Brielle and Julien—no cherries to be had. I couldn’t blame him. I’d insisted I wasn’t ready for anything beyond a friendship, and he respected that. But listening to Brielle and seeing the life in her eyes did make me envious. Falling in love was such a distant memory for me. I didn’t think about it enough to value the experience and seek it out. “It’s not that I’ve turned my back on love forever, but I need to be on my own to get to know myself again without my ex and my kids underfoot. I don’t want to change my life. If it’s not broken, don’t fix it, right? Besides, with my café, I can barely keep up as it is. Where would I find time for a man?” 

Her gaze narrowed on me. “That’s not true, not at all. Where would you find time? Well, hello—wasn’t it just winter? Wouldn’t it have been nice to have Alec keep you warm since you won’t leave Bookend Bay and go south like a civilized person? Break Thyme isn’t that busy yet. And it’s not as if you’re knee deep in another investigation. What’s keeping you so busy?”

How’d she get to be so direct? And as far as investigations went, I’d been looking forward to talking to her about my dream. Forget that. She wouldn’t be able to stop talking about Julien long enough, anyway. I was happy for her newfound romance, but I didn’t appreciate her saying I should just have up and left Break Thyme for the winter. My life was not lacking because I didn’t have a Julien. “Well, I did renovate this space, so I had somewhere to live, and I do need to keep my business going. Not just to pay for the roof over my head, but because I love my café.”

She looked around, finally registering her surroundings to take in the final renovation and my new furniture. “Oh gosh! I’m sorry. I didn’t even notice. Can you believe it? Talk about being distracted.” She got up and turned a full circle. “It was smart to expose that brickwork. And this turquoise chair gives a nice pop of color.” She touched the faux fur blanket on the back of the chair. “It’s really cozy in here.”

Cozy, meaning it’s not the South of France. “Thank you. I like cozy.”

“I know you do.”

A knock sounded at the door. 

“Just a sec. On the phone,” I called, latching onto my usual excuse to explain my conversation.

“Okay,” Ivy called through the door. “I have a message for you.”

I grabbed my cell phone and held it as I opened the door. “Yes?”

“There’s a friend of yours downstairs. Nell Reynolds, and she’d like to speak with you when you have a chance.”

Nell was a high school friend of mine, one I didn’t get to see often enough, who’d moved away years ago to live in Marquette near her son. “Okay. Tell her I’ll be right there. I’ll just finish up my call.”

“Kk,” she said, as she did lately, ever since I’d responded okay to a text she’d written me. My response had offended her. She’d asked why I was being so passive aggressive. Since when had okay become passive-aggressive? Try as I might, I could not keep up with these kids.

“Quinn, I’m sorry if I’ve been going on and on about Julien,” Brielle said when I closed the door. “I know I sound like a teenager in love for the first time.” She sighed. “I really do want you to have the same happiness. We’ve both been through divorces, and well, I never told you about my marriage and why it ended. Maybe you’ll understand when I do.”

I was definitely intrigued but didn’t think this was a story to tell in a hurry. “I’d love to hear about it, but a friend is waiting downstairs.” 

“I know. I heard. We’ll talk next time.”

“Enjoy every minute of your time with Julien.”

“I will and thank you. I’ll stay up here, so I won’t distract you.” She blew me a kiss and walked toward my desk, where she’d find something to tidy up. I had to admit a few times I put off dusting because I knew she’d do it. Neither of us were comfortable sitting idle, and she’d be here until she woke up in her own life or stopped dreaming, I guess. 

Downstairs, I found Nell sitting in the Cozy Nook with a spiced gingerbread coffee. From the crumbs left on the plate, it looked like she’d polished off the ginger biscotti cookie we served with the coffee.

“Hello, my friend,” she said, getting up to give me a hug. I didn’t know if her hair color was natural, but it had been white for at least a decade. The short pixie cut looked fabulous on her. When I sat, I noticed dark circles under her eyes. 

“It’s great to see you, Nell. It’s got to have been two years since we last saw each other.”

“Two and a half. I came for your opening, but you were so busy that day we didn’t get to talk. Before that, I’m not sure when we last saw each other. It has to be years. I don’t get into Bookend Bay as often as I’d like.” 

“Every day, I’m more surprised by how quickly time passes,” I said.

“I hear you. And on that note, do you have a few minutes?” she asked. “I should have called ahead, but I’ve got a busy work project that’s taking all my energy. I’m sorry to tell you I have some bad news.”

“Oh no. What’s happened?”

“You remember Alicia Smallwood, from high school. She had an accident. A fatal one. She’s dead.” The words fell out, choppy and rushed. 

I stared at Nell, slowly registering this news. As teenagers, Alicia, Nell, and I had hung out together, but Alicia and I never hit it off. She’d always been more Nell’s friend and wasn’t very nice to me when Nell wasn’t around. After high school, they’d gone to the same college and had remained friends. 

“That’s sad to hear. I’m sorry, Nell.” I took her hand and squeezed gently.

As a teenager, Alicia wasn’t my favorite person, but people do grow, mature, and change. At least most people did. A few months ago, I’d run into her at the grocery store. I was in the checkout behind her. When she turned and I realized who it was, I smiled and said a friendly hello and something like long-time, no see, thinking it would be nice to catch up since I hadn’t seen her in a decade. She made a sound that might have been a greeting, but then she’d looked away, like I wasn’t worthy of her acknowledgment. At first, I’d been hurt, but I wasn’t a kid any longer. Wiser now, I didn’t judge Alicia. I didn’t know what was going in her life or in her head. Maybe she had a demon or two in there. 

“What happened to her?” I asked.

Nell’s face sagged. “She drowned in the lake. The coroner said it occurred in the early morning—Sunday morning. That makes sense because she was religious about her rowing—went out every morning to keep in shape. Unless the forecast was ominous. She always checked first. That’s what doesn’t make sense. Alicia was afraid of bad weather.”

Drowned? Like in my murder-dream? Goosebumps rose everywhere on my body, even between my toes. Was the victim in my dream Alicia? Not necessarily. 

Don’t panic. Unfortunately, accidents happened. People did drown. Last year, ninety-eight people were lost on the Great Lakes—I’d looked it up when my daughter went off with friends on a sailboat. 

“Are you okay, Quinn?” Nell questioned. “You have a funny look on your face.”

I wiped my damp palms on my pant legs. “Yes. I was just thinking it’s sensible to be afraid of bad weather, especially on Lake Superior, which we all know can turn on a dime.”

“Exactly. Everyone knows that.” Nell let out a long breath. “The sheriff thinks Alicia was distracted and wasn’t paying attention to the weather. They think it was an accident, but I’m not convinced, and it’s eating me up inside.”

I had no idea Nell and Alicia were that close. “If you don’t think it was an accident, then what do you think happened?” 

Nell clasped her hands together in her lap. “I think she rubbed someone the wrong way. You know, sometimes a person’s strength can be their weakness, too. Alicia had an uncanny knack for seeing people, really seeing them. She was always up front with everyone and told it like she saw it. You never had to wonder what she was thinking.” 

That she rubbed someone the wrong way didn’t surprise me, but I was astonished to learn she had uncanny people skills. But then again, I’d not been exposed to her positive attributes. I folded my arms across my chest against a sudden chill. Before I started thinking about who or why someone wanted Alicia dead, I wanted to know more about her. 

“Did she have a family, Nell?”

Nell shook her head. “No. She had no one. Her parents passed years ago. She was married to the business.”

“What business was she in?” I asked.

“We own Heart To Heart, a professional matchmaking service. We run it…I mean, ran it together.”

Nell was in business with Alicia? Nell used to be a tax manager. “You do? How did I not know this?”

She sighed. “I guess that’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let so much time pass without getting in touch.”

“It’s not your fault. We’ve both been busy. It happens.” She probably didn’t know I was divorced. “So, you’re in the matchmaking business. That is a surprise.” 

“If I’d had to do one more tax return, I was going to vomit.” She chuckled. “One night, I was sitting with my husband, and I realized I’d matched five couples that year. It’s like I have a sixth sense about it. When I meet a single person, I just know who they should be with, and nothing gives me more satisfaction than when the relationship works out. Alicia and I went to the Matchmaking Institute to learn the ropes. We started Heart to Heart six years ago. I absolutely love it.”

Who knew there was a Matchmaking Institute? I scoffed a bit, feeling able to put my dream on the back-burner for now. There was nothing concrete to conclude Alicia’s accident and my dream were connected. “You have a genuine love of people, but honestly, it’s hard to picture Alicia as Cupid.”

Nell smiled at that. “Oh, Alicia has skills. She’s a good debater, and that’s valuable as a matchmaker. People come to us with long lists of what they’re looking for in a partner, and if necessary, Alicia tells them straight up why their ideals are not attainable or will take them down the wrong road.” She shook her head. “Listen to me, talking about her in the present tense, as if she’s still with us.”

“I’m sure that’s natural.” Since I hadn’t seen Nell in years, and I’d never been a fan of Alicia—rest in peace—I wondered why Nell had sought me out, although I had some idea. My reputation as one of the Murder Gals must have reached her. Toni and I had been approached by strangers who wanted us to spy on their spouses or discover family secrets, as if we’d hung out a Ladies Detective shingle, but we’d only joked about doing that, We’d agreed that if we could right a wrong, we’d do it, and with Brielle’s help, we had a leg up. But so far, nothing implied Alicia hadn’t died accidentally. Was there any evidence, other than a weather warning, to suggest someone had killed her? 

“Was Alicia married?” I asked, wondering if a spouse might have had a motive for murder.

“Not married, but she’d been in a relationship recently with a man named Lennox Huff. That’s why I’m suspicious. When she broke up with him, he took it badly. I know this because I walked in on an argument between them. He accused her of using him and said she’d be sorry for it. I thought that sounded like a threat, but she didn’t take it seriously. She even let him enter our grand matchmaking event as a contestant. He said he was moving on, but I was skeptical. I think he was trying to make Alicia jealous by getting involved with someone else right in front of her. My intuition is telling me that Lennox is hiding something. He might have a dark side.” She leaned forward. “Quinn, I’m here because I want to do you a favor.”
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