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      “Pass me the SPF 100.” I reached over to Shelby Irons, my eighteen-year-old surrogate daughter, as we suntanned in my backyard at 105 Trenton Avenue in Point Pleasant Beach, New Jersey. I would have had to have been twelve when she was born to be her actual mother since I was only thirty. It was only circumstantial that she lived with me instead of her parents, who lived next door, but that was another story. Either way, it was one of the blessings of my life.

      Another blessing, although mixed with sadness and sorry, was my gram dying and leaving me this house, just a short walk to the beach. I missed her so much but felt a part of her here with me every day. My life had changed since moving into her house.

      Shelby passed me the Coppertone, which was something of a misnomer since, with my pale Irish skin, I would never come close to emulating a tone anywhere near the tone the label implied. Although Shelby’s skin was approaching a ‘copper’ tone as she put on her finishing touches for her graduation tomorrow. I envied her ability to tan, knowing that my only options were to stay white or burn to a crisp.

      “Hey Cord, you look just as pale as when we started yesterday morning. You’re hopeless!” Shelby commented.

      I laughed. “Yeah, the only place I’m going to come close to copper color is my auburn hair, which I do love, by the way, and a certain variety of men love it too.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I attract my share with my black locks, too. Maybe more than my share,” she bragged.

      “Definitely more than your share. You need to get through college before you even think about getting serious.” I stood up, whining a bit, “Hey, I’m bored with this. Let’s get some activity. I hate sunbathing since it doesn’t do anything for me anyway.” I held my hand out to help her up.

      She complained. “Really, this is my last day of high school. Shouldn’t I get to do whatever I want to do?”

      “Whatever gave you that idea? Besides, it’s only a technicality. You haven’t had any classes all week and just one exam,” I chuckled under my breath.

      She reluctantly arose, and we strolled toward Little Silver Lake, which abutted my backyard. It was a manmade lake that didn’t exist for much more than nice views, and an occasional sunfish caught off the wooded pilings which lined the shore.

      As we stared out, I noticed something. I pointed. “Hey, do you see that floating in the water?”

      She focused where I pointed. It was probably two hundred feet out. She pointed at it too. “Yes, I see something. But there’s nearly always something floating out there, usually garbage of some sort. It’s disgusting."

      “Hey, want to paddle out there?” I walked over to the canoe I hadn’t touched since assuming ownership of my late gram’s house.

      She looked me up and down like I’d asked her the hardest question on an SAT exam. “Um, really? That would involve physical exertion. What if I strain something and can’t walk across the stage to get my diploma?”

      “Lame? Come on. I’ve been wanting to try this thing out. Gram never let me use it. She always had some excuse or another.” I gave her an encouraging grin.

      “Okay, but let’s just go out to it and come right back in. There are supposed to be huge girl-eating carp out here. So, let’s not fall in. Okay?” She whined.

      I looked closely at her. “Wow, you’re really frightened. Aren’t you? I’ve never seen that side of you.”

      She tried to smile but couldn’t quite accomplish it. “I don’t know. You didn’t grow up around here, so you haven’t heard all the horror stories about bodies buried out there chained to concrete blocks. It’s creepy.”

      I encouraged her. “Okay, we’ll just paddle out to whatever it is, then paddle back.”

      “Okay. I need to meet my fears.” She nodded, looking a little more confident.

      I smiled. “That’s the spirit.”

      We lifted the canoe into the water and paddled toward the unknown destination in our bikinis and life jackets in a couple of minutes.

      She whined again about the life jackets. “Did we have to wear these things? They are so dorky?”

      “You will thank me so much if we capsize or something. Canoes are not very stable.” I chuckled. It didn’t take long for style to overcome function. “Looks like you’ve overcome your fear.”

      We paddled in unison, one on one side and one on the other as if we had been canoeing partners for years. She commented, “Hey, this is fun. We should do it more often.”

      “I think we are naturals at this,” I replied, paddling as we progressed. We started getting close to our target, and I immediately got worried. I alerted Shelby, “Hey, don’t look now, but it looks like a woman’s body floating in the water to the port of our vessel.” There was a young woman floating face down in the lake in a bikini. Her most notable quality from this viewpoint was her platinum blonde, shoulder-length hair.

      She responded like I was speaking French. “If you mean to the left side of the boat, Roger that.” She spoke more softly. “I told you we shouldn’t come out here.”

      I nodded toward the floating corpse. “Well, it’s kind of too late now. We can’t unsee this.” I pondered our situation. “We have several options. Should we try to bring her aboard and to shore? Should we call 911 or paddle to shore and call 911 from here?”

      Shelby thought of another. “Or we could pretend none of this ever happened and go on about our day.”

      I admonished her, “Shelby, we can’t do that. What if this was your mother or your sister?”

      She thought about it. “Well, my mother, I’d have to give it some serious thought. And I don’t have a sister.”

      I couldn’t disagree. “Okay, maybe not a good example. What if it was me, and some random person found me like this out here. Wouldn’t you want them to have enough respect for me to call the authorities?”

      “Well, when you put it that way, yes. Absolutely. What I’d really want is for us to bring you in too shore, so no time would be wasted.” She stared at me, daring me to disagree.

      I gritted my teeth. “I was afraid you’d say that.” I tried to move the boat closer to the woman face down in the water. We pulled the canoe up beside her and tried to lift her into the canoe, n early capsizing the boat several times.

      Finally, I suggested, “This isn’t going to work. Do you think we could pull her back with one of us holding on to her in the water?”

      Shelby shrugged. “Maybe, but then only one of us can paddle.”

      I tried to grab a hold and asked, “Do you think you can handle that job? I think mine might be harder.”

      She considered her options. “Yeah, I’ll definitely paddle.”

      I realized I might be able to avoid calling 911 because I had Detective Clint Daniels’ cell phone number in my contacts. I wasn’t sure he’d be speaking to me since I’d turned down his proposal of marriage just a couple of days ago, but I figured I’d take my chances. I hit his number while I hung on her bikini bottom with my other hand.

      He answered immediately. “Have you had second thoughts?”

      I was surprised at how he answered the phone and almost hung up. Finally, I responded. “Um, no, I’m sorry, Shelby and I found a body in the lake behind my house. We’re in the canoe bringing her to shore right now.”

      He switched to business-like mode. “Okay, I’ll take care of things at this end and get an ambulance, the coroner, and some police coverage to your house as soon as I can.”

      “Is there any way the police coverage could be you, Clint. I’d really appreciate that.” I felt my face turn red.

      I could hear a smile come to his face. “I’ll be there. I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about that.”

      “I told you. ‘No’ didn’t necessarily mean forever. Don’t give up on me,” I smiled too.

      “Well, let me do what I need to do, and maybe we can talk later. Bye now,” he sounded ready to go.

      I said, “Bye.”

      Shelby couldn’t help but notice as she paddled. “Wow, I didn’t realize that you were still open to considering marrying Clint in the future. I figured you were saving yourself for that Tommy guy from upstate New York.”

      I felt guilty. “We probably should talk about this after we get this woman to shore, don’t you think?”

      She kept paddling. “Fine. I was just looking for a distraction.” She paddled in silence for a couple of minutes until we hit the shore to a symphony of sirens off in the distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      It was good to see Clint even though it had only been a couple of days. In a weaker moment, I would have accepted his proposal, and we’d be planning our wedding right now, but since I’d moved into my gram’s house, I’d become a different person, more self-assured and self-reliant. Sure, I’d like to marry one day, but today wasn’t that day. And maybe Clint was the guy, and maybe not. I didn’t need to rush into anything. I had my whole life ahead of me.

      We were just pulling the canoe up on shore when Clint arrived. The unidentified woman was still in the shallow water. We figured we would leave transporting the body to the professionals now that we had gotten to shore. They would likely have equipment like bodyboards and stretchers.

      He hugged me, which took me slightly off guard. His voice was unusually tender. “Are you all right? What happened?”

      I told him how we saw something in the water and took the canoe to investigate further.

      He took notes, but looking closely at Shelby and me, “Did you hear anything out in the middle of the lake that drew your attention?”

      “I didn’t hear anything. Did you?” I wondered.

      She shook her head. “No. We just saw something out there. It turned out to be her.” She glanced down at the body. “It looks like she’s been in the water for a while. Doesn’t it?”

      Clint looked really good. “I would say so too, but we’ll leave that to the Medical Examiner or the Forensic Pathologists. They’re far more expert in those details than I’ll ever be.”

      Speaking of the devil, the EMTs and the Medical Examiner arrived simultaneously and went to work immediately upon their arrival.

      Clint suggested that we go inside to finish his questioning. Judging from how pale Shelby’s formerly tanned face had become, it seemed like a good idea. It seemed that the idea of a corpse in the backyard had finally become too real for her.

      We all sat at the kitchen table. Clint seemed unusually concerned, which made me feel good. “So, now that you’ve seen the woman whose body you rescued, do you have any idea who she is?”

      I answered first. “Well, I only glanced at her briefly when the EMTs took her from the water, but she didn’t look familiar to me. How about you?”

      She still looked pretty pale. She wiped some sweat from her forehead. “I thought she looked familiar. I couldn’t place her, though. This is such a small town. You see the same people all the time, but you may have no idea who they are. She may just be someone I’ve seen at the Stop and Shop a dozen times. I don’t know.”

      “Well, if we need anything else, we’ll be in touch,” he was wrapping things up.

      I felt a little disappointed because I thought we would have a more personal conversation, but it appeared that wasn’t in the cards. I didn’t let on that I cared. “Okay, it was great seeing you as always,” I said in as cheerful a voice as I could muster under the circumstances.

      He stood up and said, “I’ll let myself out,” and he was gone.

      “Well, I wonder what that all meant. He was all concerned when he showed up, and it was like his candle burned out by the time he left,” I rolled my eyes at Shelby.

      She was usually wiser than most eighteen-year-olds. “Well, maybe he had it all built up in his mind that you’d be all freaked out, so he prepared for the worst. But then, when he arrived, and you had everything under control, you took the protective winds out of his sails.”

      I thought about that. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe, I didn’t do my damsel in distress act effectively enough. Men are so gullible. I’ll work on it for next time.”

      We both giggled, then put our hands over our mouths, feeling guilty for the poor dead woman in the backyard.
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        * * *

      

      By three, both Shel and I had to start getting ready for work at Kohr’s Original Frozen Custard on the Boardwalk in Point Pleasant Beach. I had worked there at sixteen in high school and returned at thirty after being laid off from my Wall Street Investment job. I, quite frankly, liked my Assistant Manager job at Kohr’s considerably better.

      My boss and the owner, Sally Kohr McIntosh, was one of the major reasons I loved my job. She had become my best friend since I moved to Point Pleasant Beach, and she had literally saved my life this week when she helped me discover that my boyfriend was really a murderer who set me up to take a murder rap and nearly killed Sally and me in the process.

      We left the house at 3:45, walking toward the beach. There was nothing better than living within walking distance of the beach and your job. As we walked, Shelby talked excitedly, “I can’t believe I’m graduating tomorrow. Are you sure you didn’t forget my gift? I know you’ve been awfully busy with the trial and all?”

      I put my arm around her. “I would never let you down. And I’m pretty sure you’re going to like it.”

      “Now, you’re making me nervous. You’re supposed to be very sure that I’m going to love it. Remember?” she laughed excitedly.

      I had gotten her a used car, pretty much so that she wouldn’t use mine. So, it was kind of selfish on my part, but she would absolutely love it, I was sure. I just loved to tease her. I pretended to be worried. “Oh, God, I really hope you like it. I really do.” I frowned.

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”

      “You’re going to love it. I guarantee it,” I burst out laughing.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. “Don’t do that to me.”

      It was so funny how she could be such a kid sometimes, and at times, she seemed wiser than I was. Either way, I was thrilled that her mother had thrown her out of the house because she had made my life far more interesting and fulfilling.

      When we got to Kohr’s, we went in through the employee entrance, and my boss and my best friend Sally stood, waiting for me. She held her arms out to me. We hugged. “Thank God we lived through that mess. I still haven’t quite recovered.”

      She referred to our near-death experience just a couple of days earlier.

      I held her out at arm’s length. “Well, guess what? Shel and I found a body in Little Silver Lake this morning, a woman, floating out in the middle.”

      She gasped. “Oh my God. I can’t believe this. Are you okay?”

      I hadn’t quite comprehended it yet and tried to put a positive spin on it. “Well, at least I got a chance to see Clint.”

      “So, how’d that go?” She smiled as if she already knew.

      I grimaced. “Well, it started pretty well, with a hug, but then kind of petered out from there. I don’t know what to think. I think he probably has mixed emotions, just like I do. We have some things to work through for sure.”

      “So, do you have any idea who this woman was or how she got into the lake? Most people wouldn’t be caught dead swimming in there.” She reddened. “Okay, bad choice of words, but you know what I mean. The beach is only a couple of hundred feet away.”

      I thought about it. “Well, this will give me an excuse to call Clint. I’ll see if I can get any details. Or I’ll check Patch News later. They’re usually pretty good at reporting that kind of stuff. I might even call Karen Wall our local reporter. She was helpful on the last case.”

      She glared at me. “You’re going into sleuth mode. Are you sure that’s a good idea after last time?”

      I couldn’t explain it. “You know, it’s probably not a good idea, but I’m not sure how to stop myself. Even since moving to my gram’s house, I’ve been a different person, as you know. And part of that means not just taking life as it comes. I have to attack it head-on. I don’t know if my gram had some unfinished business or what? But I’ve got some urgency that I never had before, and I need to help people, especially dead people. I know that I couldn’t rest until I figured out who killed Rachel Lynne Gaston, and I already feel compelled to help this woman. Something tells me there was foul play involved. I don’t even know why.”

      Sally had that concerned look that she gets when she knows I’m probably on the wrong track. “Well, be careful. You know that I’ll give you any support that I can, but that doesn’t mean I’ll get killed for you. That last time kind of freaked me out.”

      I briefly relived our experience. “You and me both, Sal. You and me both.”
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      About halfway through my four to midnight shift, Clint showed up with his adorable five-year-old son, Josh. It was hardly fair because I couldn’t resist Josh, even if I wasn’t always so sure about Clint.

      I took a break from doling out ice cream cones and joined them on the boardwalk. Josh hugged me. “Hi, thanks for the ice cream cones, Miss Cordelia.”

      I hugged him back. “Thanks for bringing your dad.”

      He grinned a toothy grin only a five-year-old would have. “Well, you see, he drove me. He won’t let me drive yet.” Then he giggled.

      He melted my heart. “Well, I’m sure it won’t be long.”

      He beamed. “You’ll have to tell my dad.”

      Clint ate his cone, waiting to get a word in. He finally said, “So, do you want me to fill you in on the woman you found in the lake?”

      I looked him up and down, wondering what was up. “Are you okay? You seem a little off.”

      He hesitated, then finally filled me in. “I don’t know if you knew how devastated I was when you didn’t accept my marriage proposal.”

      I smiled a knowing smile. “Well, how could you not be?”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “Don’t make light of this. I love you.”

      I looked at him adoringly. “I love you too. This isn’t about love. It’s about trust. You know that I’m still working through that you arrested me for first degree murder. I don’t know how to forgive you for that.”

      He grimaced. “I was doing my job. There was a lot of pressure to get the most likely suspect arrested, and unfortunately, at the time, you were it. I’m sorry that it worked out that way. Your boyfriend did a pretty good job of setting you up.” He seemed to be getting angry.

      I wasn’t ready for this conversation right now, so I decided to go, heading back toward Kohr’s. “My break is over. I’ll give you a call.” I didn’t look back. I could feel my face turn red as I retreated to the ice cream stand.

      Sally, who decided to stay even though her shift was over, saw how upset I was when I came back. “Oh, no. What happened?”

      I felt a tear come from my right eye. “He just doesn’t understand how important trust is to me. When he arrested me, it all came crashing down. I didn’t care how badly the police chief and mayor wanted an arrest or how much pressure he was getting from his co-workers about my possible guilt. He should have been able to withstand that. What happens when he’s faced with pressure after we’re married? Is he just going to fold under it? That doesn’t work for me.”

      She came over and hugged me. “I understand. He should have stood up for you. I get it.”

      I sniffled. “I don’t get why he can’t see it. He just sees it as doing his job. How can he be that obtuse? He is such a guy sometimes. But it’s not just that. For someone whose wife died, you’d think he’d be more sensitive.”

      She thought about it. “Maybe not. Maybe he’s had to adapt to feeling too sensitive all the time and had to shut some of that down for his own survival. I don’t know. I can’t imagine losing a spouse that young. It had to affect him, maybe in ways we’ll never understand.”

      Another tear came to my eye unexpectedly. “Yes, I’m sure it did. And I do feel for him. But I can’t be a punching bag as a result.” I sat down in the chair in front of her desk. “Darn, I didn’t even get a chance to ask the details about the woman we found in the lake. Now, I can’t very well call him, like, ‘Hey, I know we’re in the middle of a fight, but what did you find out about the corpse we found this morning?’”

      She joined me in her office. “I have to agree with that. Probably not good form.” I weighed my options. “I’m going to try Karen Wall, the reporter. Maybe she’s spoken to the police. Even a name would be helpful. I wonder if they call her, she calls them, or how she get her leads.” I dialed her number, which I had in my contacts on my iPhone.

      She answered immediately. “Patch News, Karen Wall speaking. Can I help you?”

      I tried to sound upbeat. “Karen, hi, we’ve never met, but I’m a huge fan of your work at Patch.”

      She didn’t sound convinced like I was a salesperson. “Uh-huh, well, what can I do for you?”

      I should have identified myself first. “My name is Cordelia Corbett from Point Pleasant Beach, New Jersey. I first became familiar with your work when you covered the Rachel Lynn Gaston story.”

      She lit up. “Cordelia Corbett! I thought your name sounded familiar. I’ve been dying to speak to you. I would love to get an interview to discuss just how you feel about being falsely accused of multiple murders, what went wrong with the system, how it can be improved, you know. That kind of thing. I’m so glad you called.”

      I thought about it and realized this was a perfect opportunity. And who really reads Patch News anyway? I put some excitement into my voice. “Karen, you have no idea how exciting that would be for me. I’d love to tell my story. When can we get together?” Tomorrow was Shelby’s graduation. At least I remembered that. Then, I’d be back on the Midnight shift on Saturday. “How about Saturday at noon?”

      She lit up. “That would be great. Can I meet you at home?”

      I smiled and gave her my address. “See you then.”

      Sally stared at me when I hung up. “That sounded interesting. Not sure if it was good, but interesting.”

      I thought about it. “She wants to get my side of Rachel’s murder story. I think I’m pretty qualified to give her that. Besides, it gives me a chance to develop a relationship with the woman assigned to covering Point Pleasant Beach for Patch News. Knowing her on a first name basis could never hurt.”

      Sally scratched her head. “You just think that dead bodies are going to keep falling in your lap just because three have in the past several weeks, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Pretty much. This doesn’t feel like a coincidence. These people need my help. I mean, they're dead, but they still need my help.”

      She looked at me like I was a little crazy. “I don’t get how they can be dead and still need your help.”

      I smiled. “You’ll have to ask my gram.”

      She wasn’t letting up. “I can’t. She’s dead.” She sounded frustrated. “Now, I know that I’ve felt some strange things after sleeping in your house, too. I can’t deny that. But I just don’t know about this helping dead people thing.”

      I nodded. “Well, the good news is that you don’t have to. You just have to be my friend. And once in a while, you have to come with me on some wild goose chase and support something crazy that I’m doing that makes no sense. Otherwise, it won’t impact you at all.”

      She gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry. I really want to believe, but that’s a big leap for me.”

      I understood. “It’s fine. I’m not even sure I believe all the time, but there are times when I’m alone in the house, and I truly believe that Gram is there. It’s the weirdest thing, and it’s almost always when I’m going against what I’m feeling. It’s like she’s trying to get me back on the right track.”

      She nodded. “I need a ghost like that.”

      If she only knew. “Everyone does.”
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      The next morning, Shelby and I both awoke before seven, even though we’d gone to bed well after midnight. She, because she was nervous about her graduation. Me, because I was worried about making her day perfect. I’d finally secured another ticket to her graduation, so that both of her parents could attend. She didn’t think it was a good deal, but I knew that we would all regret it, if I attended the ceremony, and they didn’t.

      I left the tickets in their mailbox yesterday with a note. I hoped they accepted them with the sentiment that I presented them. I understood that it had to be difficult for them to be estranged from their daughter at this time in her life and sympathized with them, at least to a certain degree. We would probably never see completely eye to eye, but I hoped we could all have a good day.

      I needed to figure out how to get to Jersey Shore Motors on Richmond Avenue without Shelby figuring out what I was doing. I found an awesome 2001 Lexus and I hoped it was as nice as it looked online. It had nearly two hundred thousand miles on it, so I didn’t expect it to be perfect. It was just to tide her over, maybe through the end of the year, until she could get something with her Kohr’s money.

      I got dressed after showering and found her eating breakfast in the kitchen. I hugged her and said as enthusiastically as I could muster, “Congratulations, graduate! It’s your big day!”

      She groaned. “Do you think my parents are going to be mad? I’m starting to have regrets.”

      I couldn’t hide my grin.

      She poked me. “What? What have you done?”

      I poured myself a cup of coffee. “Well, remember, you had one ticket left after giving me that one?”

      She nodded, “Yeah, but I can’t even find that one.”

      I smiled, “I know. I found another one that someone was willing to sell, and I gave them to your parents.”

      She immediately stood up and ran to me. “You are the bestest ever. I don’t know how you do what you do, but never stop! That was the nicest thing you’ve ever done, and they’ve done nothing but be mean to you.”

      I hugged her. “Oh, they’ll come around eventually.”

      She went back to her cereal. “I don’t know about that, but at least we avoided World War III today anyway.”

      “So, when do you have to be at the school?” Sometimes I felt like her mother.

      She looked at her watch. “We have to be there at ten. The ceremony starts at noon. So, you’ll have plenty of time to take care of my gift.”

      I laughed. “Good. Ponies are hard to come by this time of year.”

      She laughed with me. “I’d love a pony.” She finished her cereal. “Okay, I gotta get ready. I’ll see you at the ceremony.” She headed upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      It was about a twenty-minute walk to Jersey Shore Motors, so this seemed like the perfect time to pick up the car. I’ve barely driven my car since moving here. Every once in a while, I would go down to my friend Mo’s house, which required a vehicle, but that was rare. She’d become accustomed to traveling to me for wine nights.

      They had the car waiting for when I arrived. I had already taken it for a test drive, so I knew it drove nicely, especially for a six-thousand-dollar car. I didn’t have any illusion that she’d put another hundred thousand miles on the vehicle, but I hoped it would get her to school and back for at least a semester.

      As I drove it home, I tried to develop a game plan to hide the car so it wouldn’t be sitting in the driveway when Shelby came home from graduation. That would simply spoil the surprise. This was something I would normally call Clint for. He probably would have let me park it at the police station, but that wasn’t in the cards for today. Who knew when we were going to be speaking again?

      I thought of alternatives. There was a small parking lot for employees behind Kohr’s. I hoped Sally would let me park it there for a couple of hours, and that would be even closer to home than the police department. And I wouldn’t have to eat crow quite yet with Clint, even though I had probably over-reacted just a touch yesterday, eating ice cream.

      I called Sally. She picked up immediately. “Hey, I thought you weren’t available today. We sure could use you down here. It’s a zoo.”

      A part of me wanted to help, but I couldn’t. “Nope, sorry, I can’t help you out there, but I did have a question for you.”

      She sounded like she was multi-tasking. “Sure, what can I do for you?” I could hear her giving orders to the staff in the background.

      I felt sure she’d let me. “Could I store Shelby’s car in the company parking lot for a few hours, so she doesn’t see it when she comes home from graduation? I want to surprise her, although I haven’t quite figured out how I’m going to do it yet.”

      She responded as she multi-tasked, “No problem at all. Leave it as long as you want.”

      I chuckled. “Believe me. She won’t let it sit there long. She’s been bugging me for a graduation gift since she moved in with me.”

      I could almost hear her roll her eyes. “Yeah, she’s thrown some hints my way too, and I’m not even going to graduation. Kids today! I’m giving her a card with some cash. She’ll love it, I think. What kid wouldn’t? Right?”

      I was almost to Kohr’s and parked in the back. I figured I’d stop in since I was there. Sally was right; it was a zoo. They had two lines down the boardwalk, which seemed to grow the minute I arrived. The kids taking care of the customers didn’t seem able to keep up. Sally looked really frustrated. She grabbed me, and we went back to her office, and said, with exasperation, “I’m just not going to jump in and save them. They have to figure it out.”

      I laughed. “I agree; once a kid has been with us a couple of weeks, it’s either sink or swim time. If they can’t handle a rush, they don’t have the temperament for the ice cream biz. I’m happy to let them know that, so they can go work at Wawa, selling coffee, making sandwiches and mopping out restrooms.”

      She chuckled nervously. “I can’t believe no one has quit under your supervision.”

      I laughed openly. “It’s because it would be too embarrassing, especially for the guys. They can’t stand to admit that the girls do better or are more capable than they are, so they stay and suffer rather than quit. It’s kind of hilarious.” I looked at my watch. “Oh my God, I have to head home and start getting ready for the graduation. At least I don’t have to feel guilty now. I found an extra ticket, so both of her parents can go. That was turning into a whole thing.”

      She congratulated me. “Good for you. You could have become very unpopular quickly if you went to the graduation and one of them didn’t, and you bought her a car for graduation. You’d better watch out, even with the two tickets. With that gift, they just might burn your house down.”

      I pretended to disagree. “Oh, they’re fine people.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m going now. See you tomorrow.”

      She waved as I headed out. I headed down the boardwalk toward Trenton Avenue and my house. When I got to the house, Shelby was gone. That was fine with me, because I didn’t want to play another round of cat and mouse about her gift. She was starting to wear me down. And at some point, I was just going to blurt out that I got her a car.
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        * * *

      

      Within an hour, I was seated in the gymnasium of Point Pleasant High School, watching the graduates walk across the stage one by one. Comparatively speaking, it was a small graduating class, around three hundred, so it didn’t take long for everyone to get their diplomas.

      Even though she wasn’t mine, and they requested that we hold our applause to the end, I stood up and screamed when they called her name, and tears of pride rushed to my eyes. In such a short time, we had developed such a strong bond; it was surprising, even to me.

      I wondered where her parents were sitting. They didn’t make a peep while I was making a complete fool out of myself. I understood that they were a touch older and more reserved than I was, but this was their daughter; they should have been joining in. I wondered if they were planning on taking her to lunch after graduation. I wanted to get some pictures of her in the cap and gown, and then I figured I’d excuse myself so that they could enjoy some time together as a family.

      When the ceremony ended, the students filed out in an orderly fashion and ended up outside the gym. I searched for Shelby and saw her across the parking lot with her parents. From a distance, things didn’t seem to be going well. As I watched, they jumped in the car and drove off. I could see that she was crying.

      I ran to her. She looked surprised to see me for a second, and then collapsed into my arms. She couldn’t talk for a while as she sobbed. Finally, as she calmed down, she was able to speak in soft tones. “Why don’t they understand me like you do? They’ve known me so much longer, but it’s like we’re strangers.”

      “So, what happened.” I tried to sound as neutral as I could.

      She frowned. “They finally played their hand. They demanded that I move home, or they wouldn’t contribute to any of my college, even after community college. They want me to quit Kohr’s and get a job that will help me find a real job when I graduate, something more sensible. And they want me to stop associating with you most of all.”

      I smiled. “Well, of course. I’ve been a terrible influence.” I scanned her face. “Hey, I understand if you need to go. That’s a lot of money they are holding over your head. I’d understand if you went. I wouldn’t take it personally. It’s about your future.”

      She hugged me. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. I told you I’d be here for at least two years, and I meant it. Besides, I need your car.” She grinned at me sheepishly.

      I smiled; what better time? “Um, about that.”

      She gave me a questioning look. “Oh no. You’re not going to let me use your car? This day just keeps getting better.”

      I wasn’t sure how to tell her. “Um, come with me.” I led her to my Jeep. I figured I’d need a vehicle if we went to lunch or something after the ceremony. She jumped in the car.

      She smiled sadly, “Are we going to get something to eat? I’m starving.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, in a minute. There’s something I need to do first.” Kohr’s was less than a mile from the high school, like just about everything in Point Pleasant Beach, and it only took a minute or two to get to her car. I pulled up next to it and turned off the Jeep, parking next to her Lexus.

      She got out, asking, “Why are we going to Kohr’s? Are you and Sally throwing a surprise party for me?”

      I smiled. “No, but that reminds me. Sally has something for you.” I walked her to Kohr’s, saving the surprise a little longer.

      Sally was in the back office when we arrived. She stood up and hugged Shelby. “So, how was the graduation?”

      She beamed proudly. “It was great. My parents were a different story, but I should have expected that they’d put on a show afterward.”

      Sally dug out a card from her desk drawer. “Here you go. I wanted to make sure you got something for graduation. I know how forgetful Cord is.”

      She looked at me a grinned. “Hey, come to think of it, where is my gift? I have been reminding you for weeks now?”

      I pretended to forget. “Oh my God, I knew I’d forget something today. We’d better get going.”

      Sally protested, “Not until she opens the card that I remembered to buy.”

      Shelby ripped open the envelope. She quickly read the card to get to the gift card to see how much she had cashed in for. “Two hundred dollars! Thanks so much. That is so generous of you.”

      Sally smiled. “You’re welcome. You are one of our greatest employees ever. I would say that you are nearly as good as Cordelia was at your age.”

      I argued. “Well, I didn’t work here at eighteen, so that’s not even possible.”

      She laughed. “Well, you know what I mean.”

      I was chomping at the bit to give Shelby her car. I said, “Okay, I guess we’d better get out of your hair.”

      Shelby grinned. “Yeah, and we probably have to get to the Stop and Shop, so Cord can buy me a last-minute gift card.”

      I laughed. “Caught me.”

      We headed toward the parking area. I pulled a set of keys out of my purse. As we approached the Lexus, I handed her the keys. She looked confused. I suggested, “Why don’t you see if these keys fit in the door of this car.” It was too old to have remote door openers.

      She put the key in, and the door lock turned. She looked at me with astonishment. “Cord, you didn’t!”

      I smiled. “I did. Get in. See if it fits you.”

      She couldn’t contain herself. “How? Why? What? This is way too much. I can’t ever repay you for this. This is crazy.” She gave me a huge hug.

      I hugged her for what seemed like several minutes, “Well, in the world of cars, it’s not that much. It looks nice and seems to run well, but it’s got close to two hundred thousand miles on it, so it’s only designed to run until you can save enough to get your own car.”

      She laughed. “Get in. I’m going to take you to lunch, my treat on my graduation day, the best day of my life.”
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      I couldn’t say I was sorry that Shelby had a fight with her parents after graduation, because it made the rest of the day wonderful for her and me. After lunch, we went to the beach and spent the afternoon just hanging out together, which was rare these days because we often worked opposite shifts. Because she was so capable, she substituted as a quasi manager in my absence when Sally was busy doing the books, handling orders, or doing whatever an owner did.

      The next morning, I was up early for my interview with Karen Wall. Even though we weren’t meeting until noon I wanted to feel sharp and not at all groggy, I also wanted to prepare my questions about the woman we had found in Little Silver Lake. If anyone in town had information about her, Karen would. She had the scoop about Rachel Lynn Gaston before anyone.

      As I drank coffee and ate pancakes, I wrote down questions about the deceased, assuming that the police had provided her with at least some minimal information. What was her name? Where did she live? How did she die? Were there any unusual or suspicious circumstances surrounding her death? I hoped just to get her talking to reveal anything else she had been told.

      While I prepared and ate, Shelby came down. Thankfully we both worked the midnight shift tonight. My life was always easier when she worked. She curiously surveyed the paper in front of me. “What are you working on?”

      I looked at my notes. “I’ve got an interview with the local Patch News reporter about my experience being arrested for the murders. But I also want to get her take on the body we found in the lake. I’m sure she must have heard about it by now.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on now. You’re not going to get knee-deep in that case like you did the other one. You know how much trouble that got you into.”

      I thought about it. “Well, okay. You’ve got a point. But you know how I’ve felt since I moved into my gram’s house. I can’t stop myself. So why resist? You know that I will be compelled, if not obsessed, to investigate this case. Right?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I know.” She thought about something, and then it looked like she might not say anything, but then she did. “Have you thought of seeking professional help?”

      I tried to laugh it off, even though I’d had the same thought. “Oh, come on. Do you really think I need to see a shrink? I’m just having some fun here.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, the kind of fun that lands you ten to twenty in the slammer.”

      I responded. “Well, I’ll try to be more careful this time. But let’s face it. You and I are already prime suspects. We hauled the body in, and you know how the police work. Start with the witnesses who are closest to the case. Well, that’s us.”

      She protested. “Now, hold on here. I was just barely along for the ride.”

      I laughed. “Sorry. You’re at least a co-conspirator. I’ll probably get the big time. You’ll only get five to ten.”

      She chuckled but it was strained. “Well, that’s comforting. Maybe I should stick around for this dog and pony show with the reporter. Sometimes two heads are better than one. Besides, I want to make sure she gives you a fair shake on her Rachel Lynne Gaston and Martin William Raven murders interview. I’m sure I’ll be able to tell from the line of questioning what road she’s going down. I’ve read her articles. They are usually pretty short and to the point. This could be her most important work to date. She may want to make a splash with it.” She sat back in her chair. “I can see it now. ‘Local woman admits to murders she was acquitted for, while her ex-boyfriend takes the rap.’ Now that might get some people’s attention. It might even go viral. Maybe the news networks would pick it up, and now Karen Wall is a household name. CNN offers her a million dollar a year job to report fake news around the globe. And to think it all started here in Point Pleasant Beach.”

      I stared at her, half-smiling. “Wow, you have a vivid imagination. You should be a writer.”

      She looked pensive. “Interesting that you should say that. That’s something I’m thinking of pursuing, either writing or journalism. I think journalism is becoming a lost art thanks to the internet, but there will always be a place for frank, honest and unbiased news.”

      I scanned her face to make sure she wasn’t pulling my leg. “I think you’d be a great journalist. I’d definitely support that as a career goal.”

      She changed the subject. “So, what’s your plan with this reporter? What are you going to do if she gets aggressive with her questioning? How are you going to shut her down? You’d better have a plan.”

      I considered. “Oh, I don’t know. She’s not really an investigative reporter. She just reports a bi-line and a couple of factual lines for the most part. I can’t imagine her tearing me apart.”

      She cautioned me. “Hey, if she sees you as her ticket to the big time, you never know what she might attempt. This could be her story of a lifetime. Why do you think she decided to come here in person rather than doing a zoom call or a telephone interview? My feeling is that this is huge for her. Just don’t give her too much. You tend to be an open book, and this might not be the time. I’ll give you a signal, like this,” she indicated with an index finger to her neck, “that you are giving away too much.”

      I nodded. “Okay, whatever you say.” Although, I thought she was over-planning big time.
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        * * *

      

      She rehearsed questions with me until she arrived right at noon. I took my time answering the doorbell, not wanting to appear overly eager.

      I was surprised when I opened the door to find another fiery redhead like me but she stood only five foot two at the most. She was probably around my age and had a magnetic smile. She stuck her hand out. “Hi, I’m Karen Wall. You must be Cordelia. It’s so nice to meet you. I feel like I almost know you after reading so much about you.”

      I gave her a questioning look. “Oh, in a good or bad way?”

      She laughed. “Well, you beat two murder raps, so that’s got to be good. Right?”

      I wasn’t sure how much to say based on Shelby’s warnings, so I said, “Sure, yeah.” I led her into the kitchen, where Shelby stood, leaning against the counter.
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