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      Anna handed a sugar cone packed with two heaping scoops of tutti frutti ice cream to a young man with disheveled sun-bleached hair. He passed it to a slender woman with straight brown hair standing beside him. She wore cutoff jean shorts and a white t-shirt with embroidered gold stars. Then he accepted a second cone for himself.

      “Are you headed to the cove for the fireworks?” Anna asked.

      “We’re on our way now.” The young man glanced at the strawberry ice cream cone clock on the wall next to the counter. “They’ll be starting in about an hour.”

      The woman took a small stack of napkins from the black metal dispenser. “It’s one of our favorite nights of the whole summer,” she said, handing half of the napkins to the young man. “We’ve been coming to Seagull Cove for the Fourth of July week since we got married three years ago.” She patted her stomach. “Next year, there will be three of us.”

      “Congratulations!” Anna said. “Be sure to bring the baby by here next year so I can meet him or her.”

      The woman beamed. “Her. And you can count on it.”

      As the couple left, Rosie entered Bella’s Dream carrying a red, white, and blue quilt. “Are you ready to go?”

      Anna turned toward her two employees. “Are you two sure you can handle the shop alone tonight?”

      “Of course,” Alex said. “Velma told us that there won’t be many customers, since everyone will be at the cove for the fireworks. We’re happy to sit here and serve any stragglers. Besides, we’ll be able to see the fireworks from the edge of the sidewalk, so it’s not like we’ll be missing anything.”

      Alex was one of her college student employees and he was working with Lily, a new hire whom Trish, another college student employee, had recommended. Anna and Velma had quickly realized that Alex and Lily enjoyed spending time together, so she was happy to schedule them for the same shift whenever she could.

      “In that case, let’s head to the cove,” Anna said to Rosie. “Would you like an ice cream to go?”

      “No, thanks. I had dinner at the inn and ate too much dessert already.” The Inn at Seagull Cove, which Rosie owned and ran, was perched at the top of a nearby hill with many of its rooms overlooking the Atlantic Ocean.

      They started to leave when Anna suddenly stopped. “I just had an idea. I think I’ll take some ice cream for a friend.” She scooted behind the counter and grabbed a cup and a stainless-steel ice cream scooper. “Tutti frutti has been popular lately. The bright colors make it the perfect flavor for a Fourth of July celebration.” She put the cup of ice cream into a bag, along with a plastic spoon and some napkins, and they headed out the door.

      “Who’s the lucky recipient?” Rosie asked as they walked down Main Street toward the cove.

      “Rodney Cummings.”

      “The firework technician?”

      Anna nodded. “He’s been working hard lately at all these summer events, so I wanted to do something to brighten his evening.” Rodney had come to Anna for counseling a couple of years ago, back when she had her practice in Boston, but she didn’t want to mention that to Rosie in order to protect his privacy. “I befriended him at a private party I worked at last year. He provided the fireworks, and I supplied the hot fudge sundaes.”

      “We should get the ice cream to him before it melts,” Rosie said, picking up her speed.

      Anna was struggling to keep up with Rosie’s pace when her heart suddenly began to pound and the hair on her arms stood up. She stopped abruptly and glanced behind her. There were more people out and about than usual, but she didn’t see anyone who looked out of the ordinary.

      “Are you all right?” Rosie asked. “You look pale.”

      “I just got this eerie feeling, as if someone was following me. I’m sure it was my imagination.”

      Rosie turned and scanned the crowd of people all around them. “I don’t see anyone who looks suspicious. Are you investigating any cases that could upset someone?”

      Anna shook her head, even though that wasn’t entirely true. She, Jeremy, and Joe were trying to find Rebecca Crenshaw’s and Benjamin Fordham’s killer, and they had good reason to believe they were on the right track. This same killer was the one who terrorized her sister, Bella, which drove her to stage her own death in order to protect herself and her loved ones from him. Bella had fled town nearly two weeks ago after being contacted by her stalker, who now obviously knew she was still alive. It was quite possible that he also knew that Anna was looking for him. Since she couldn’t get Rosie involved in any of that, she did her best to shake the feeling.

      When they arrived at the cove, they found a spot to settle in, and Rosie spread her blanket on the sand. She pointed to an area nestled on the side of the beach that was cordoned off with bright orange safety fencing. “There’s Rodney’s fireworks station.”

      It looked more like a construction zone than a celebration hub. A wide, flat area of sand had been carefully raked and cleared, with metal racks and mortar tubes arranged in neat rows, half-buried to secure them against the wind and tides. Thick black cables snaked through the sand, leading to a sturdy launch console sheltered beneath a pop-up canopy. It was the night before the Fourth, which was traditionally when Seagull Cove had its public fireworks display, and the beach was jam-packed with residents and tourists.

      When they arrived at the fireworks station to bring Rodney his ice cream, he wasn’t there.

      “That’s odd. I wonder why he left things unattended,” Rosie said.

      “He couldn’t have gone too far. I’ll leave the ice cream where he’ll be able to see it when he returns.

      Someone called Rosie’s name, and she turned and waved. “I want to say hello to some friends. I’ll be right over there.” She pointed to a couple with a toddler and a baby.

      “I’ll catch up with you in a few minutes,” Anna said before Rosie dashed off.

      She walked through the tape and placed the cup of ice cream and spoon on a rock next to a black duffle bag. She decided not to leave a note, assuming that Rodney would know who it was from.

      Once Anna had dropped off the ice cream, she rejoined Rosie, and they returned to their blanket to wait for the festivities to begin.

      That feeling that she was being watched suddenly returned. She glanced around at her surroundings, but once again, she didn’t see anyone who appeared out of the ordinary.

      Detective Charlie Doyle was in attendance with his wife, Patty, and their four children. The couple waved at Anna and Rosie, and Anna immediately felt better knowing he was nearby.

      They had a clear view of Rodney’s fireworks station from the blanket where they were sitting. When Rodney returned, he walked over to the ice cream Anna had left, checked his watch, and sat on a stool to eat it.

      A woman with porcelain skin and wavy blond hair approached Rodney, and they chatted for a few minutes. He didn’t put his ice cream down, even when she turned and stormed off.

      “Wasn’t that Tina Morales?” Anna asked.

      Rosie nodded. “She hires Rodney whenever she needs fireworks at one of her events. She’s the best event planner in town. She helped organize tonight’s festivities. Say, I should give her your business card in case she can ever use your services. You never know. She might want a hot fudge sundae bar at one of her events.”

      “Thanks, but no need. I’ve already worked with her a few times providing ice cream at some of her summer events.”

      Anna again felt somebody staring at her, but this time when she turned around, she found Jeremy’s warm smile. He waved as he snapped some photos of the crowd, which she assumed was for the Seagull Cove Chronicle, the local newspaper where Jeremy was a reporter. After snapping a few more photos, he headed in their direction.

      “Do you have any plans for the Fourth of July tomorrow?” Rosie asked him. The town’s Fourth of July celebration always took place on the third, since the neighboring towns had their holiday events on the Fourth.

      He glanced at Anna, then back at Rosie. “I’m just planning to relax and maybe head to the beach for the day.”

      Anna was glad that Jeremy gave Rosie a cover story and didn’t mention their plans for the following day. Along with Joe Wiggins, they would be heading to Bella’s apartment in Camden, Maine to pack her belongings. She couldn’t tell Rosie, since only a few people knew that her sister was alive, so she was glad that he didn’t mention that they would be together. She wasn’t in the mood to make up an excuse as to why they were spending the Fourth together. All the lies were becoming exhausting, even if they were necessary.

      Anna’s mind wandered toward her sister. She wondered what she was doing at that moment. The last time she saw Bella was at Camden Manor, an assisted living facility in Maine where the two sisters had been meeting on the first Sunday of each month. That day, Bella informed her that she had been contacted again by her stalker and that she had to flee town. It was a visit filled with mixed emotions. Grayson, who had been Bella’s devoted boyfriend before she disappeared, had joined Anna on the trip, along with Jeremy and Joe. Anna witnessed the bittersweet reunion between the two, only for Bella to tell them she needed to disappear again.

      Joe accompanied her out of Massachusetts to be sure she wasn’t being followed, then he returned to Seagull Cove. Nobody knew where Bella was, for everyone’s safety. It was now Thursday, nearly two weeks later, and Bella was due to call from a burner phone for the first time on Sunday.

      “Anna?” Rosie asked, snapping her back to the present conversation.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I was just asking if you had any plans for tomorrow,” Rosie said.

      “Oh, nothing in particular. I’m taking the day off, so I’ll probably just hang out in my garden.” Anna’s English Garden, which Wanda, her neighbor and friend, had helped her to plant the year before, was blooming even more beautifully than last year.

      Rosie held Anna’s gaze. “Are you okay? It looks like there’s something on your mind.”

      Anna put on her most convincing smile. “Really, I’m fine. I’m just a little tired.” She turned her attention to Rodney’s fireworks station. “It looks like the fireworks are about to begin. Is Joe here?” she asked Jeremy.

      “No. He has a view of the fireworks from his apartment, so he and a couple of his buddies ordered pizza and will watch them from there. He gets a lot of visitors this time of year.”

      “Good for him,” Anna said. “Now that I think about it, you probably have a great view from your sunroom,” she said to Rosie.

      “I do. I often watch them from the inn, but I felt like getting out tonight.”

      “I should go,” Jeremy said. “I want to take a few more pictures. I’ll see you both soon.”

      Anna watched as Jeremy moved about snapping candid photos and jotting down names on a notepad. When he finished, he walked over to Charlie, and the two appeared to be having a friendly conversation. Ten minutes later, the sound of static came over the loudspeaker, followed by a familiar voice. “Welcome everyone to Seagull Cove’s annual Independence Day fireworks display.” It was Carl Higgins, the director of the chamber of commerce.

      A gentle applause filled the cove. People who had been playing music on their boomboxes turned them off. The warm scent of coconut sunscreen mingled with the salty sea breeze, instantly transporting Anna back to a Fourth of July celebration from her childhood, and once again, her thoughts drifted to Bella. She was certain that her sister would know exactly where she was tonight.

      “Are you ready, Seagull Cove?” Carl asked.

      The crowd answered with applause and cheering. “Rodney Cummings from Brighter Skies has a very special evening planned for us tonight. Take it away, Rodney.”

      Another round of applause erupted as everyone’s attention turned toward the sky.

      Rodney gave a signal to a man standing next to a sound system, and patriotic music blared throughout the cove. The cheerful chatter of the crowd was interrupted by a loud crashing noise. It sounded more like an explosion than fireworks. Anna wondered if it was part of the show until it was followed by a shrill screech and some screams.

      Charlie stood and ran in the direction of Rodney’s setup station while the music continued playing. Anna stood, and her curiosity almost got the best of her. She instinctively started to run toward the station but stopped herself. She’d only be in the way. There was chatter among the crowd, and a few minutes later, sirens approached.

      “That can’t be good,” Rosie said. “I wonder what’s going on.”
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      When the first responders arrived at the cove, they rushed onto the beach with a stretcher. A few seconds later, they emerged from the setup station carrying Rodney. The crowd watched in silence as they transferred him into the back of the ambulance, closed the door, and sped off.

      A few minutes later, Jeremy made his way toward Anna and Rosie.

      “Do you know what happened?” Anna asked.

      “Rodney was hurt pretty badly. It looks like the fireworks backfired. The police haven’t said much, but he didn’t look good when the paramedics arrived.”

      “So, he’s still alive?” Rosie asked. “That looked like quite the explosion.”

      “I think so. But the fireworks definitely aren’t going to happen this year.”

      Jeremy spotted his editor a few blankets over and left to talk with him. A few minutes later, Charlie took the microphone. “Folks, I’m really sorry to have to tell you this, but due to tonight’s accident, the fireworks display has been cancelled this year.”

      There was silence, followed by another wave of chatter.

      “This is awful,” Rosie said. “These fireworks have been a tradition since long before I was born. I don’t think I’ve ever missed one. Now the event will be linked with this tragedy.”

      Anna said a silent prayer that Rodney would be okay. Then she looked around at the vast crowd. “There’s no way the police are going to be able to talk to everyone here. This beach is jam-packed.”

      “Charlie knows we were here tonight,” Rosie said. “I think it’s okay to leave. He’ll contact us if he has any questions for us.”

      “You’re probably right. I should get back to the ice cream shop. When people start to leave the cove, they may head toward the Main Street shops.”

      “I might as well go back to the inn and update my guests on what happened,” Rosie said.

      Anna and Rosie walked back to Bella’s Dream together, where Rosie had left her car, then Rosie left.

      It turned out Anna’s instincts were correct. Fifteen minutes after the announcement that the fireworks were cancelled, some of the crowd started to make its way up Main Street. Anna hopped behind the counter with Alex and Lily, and they began serving customers.

      While she was scooping ice cream, Anna’s phone pinged with a text, but she was too busy to read it. After the first wave of customers was served, she took her phone from her pocket. It was from Jeremy.

      I thought you’d want to know that Rodney died from his injuries on the way to the hospital.

      A heavy lump formed in Anna’s throat. Rodney had just gotten his life back in order after a tumultuous past, and his aptly-named fireworks company, Brighter Skies, had been steadily growing. It didn’t seem fair that this would happen to him now.

      I’m so sorry to hear that, she replied. I will keep his family in my prayers.

      “Are you okay?” Alex asked.

      She looked up, startled by his voice. Then she stuffed her phone back in her pocket. “Jeremy Russo just texted me. Rodney passed away en route to the hospital.”

      Alex gasped. “Oh, my goodness. I didn’t realize the accident was that serious. He’ll be missed. The annual fireworks got so much better after he took over a couple of years ago.”

      “That’s what everyone in town says,” Anna said.

      “I don’t understand how he could have made a fatal mistake like that. He was an experienced technician. I was chatting with him last year after the display, and he said he went to South Carolina over the winter and worked there. He was a pro.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Anna said. “I can’t see him making such a costly careless mistake.”

      Alex’s eyes widened. “Does that mean you suspect foul play? Are you going to investigate?”

      Lily walked by on her way to get some more cups from out back. “What do you mean investigate?”

      Alex smiled playfully. “It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in later.”

      Lily shrugged and continued walking to the stockroom.

      “Well?” Alex pressed. “Are you going to?”

      “It could have been a malfunction. Maybe he got some bad fireworks. I don’t think we need to jump to conclusions. The police will look into all the possibilities.” With the recent developments in her sister’s case, Anna was guarding her time so she could spend all of it finding Rebecca’s killer. Now that Bella was on the run again, she didn’t have a moment to lose. Even if Rodney’s death was a murder, she would have to sit this one out.

      “I’ve heard that before,” he said, smiling.

      The door opened. Anna turned and saw Velma enter the shop.

      “I thought I’d come by to see if you needed any help. I saw the masses ascend in this direction.”

      “It’s been trial by fire tonight for poor Lily, but she did a great job with that first rush of customers.”

      The young woman overheard Anna’s comment on her way back to the front counter and smiled at the compliment.

      Velma winked at Lily. “I’m not surprised. In that case, I think I’ll mingle.” She glanced toward the dining room, which was bustling with customers. “A lot of people I know are here.”

      She slipped into the dining room and joined a table where four other women were seated. A steady stream of customers came through the shop right up until closing time. Everyone chatted about the tragic events of the evening.

      When it was time to close up shop, Anna put some tuna in a bowl for Casper, the neighborhood feral cat, and helped her staff clean up. Then she walked home. She waved when she saw her neighbor sitting on the front porch. Wanda gave Anna a distracted wave.

      “Is everything okay?” Anna asked, walking next door toward Wanda. The tension in her shoulders told Anna something might be wrong.

      “I’m fine,” Wanda said, barely looking at Anna.

      “You look distracted. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “I suppose I am. I tore my house apart looking for a recipe, but I can’t find it anywhere.”

      “What kind of recipe?” Anna asked.

      “It’s a lemon blueberry cake that Daniel used to make with our son every year on the Fourth of July. Daniel has been doing a lot of sweet things for me lately, and I wanted to surprise him by making it for him. I thought it would bring a smile to his face. Every summer, he and Danny would make a bunch of them and Danny would proudly give them to neighbors and friends as a gift. They were kind of known for it in the neighborhood.” Their son, Danny, had died in a car accident, and the grief had driven Daniel and Wanda apart. But slowly, and in their own way, they seemed to be healing.

      “I’m sure it will turn up. Maybe Daniel has a copy.”

      “I took our recipe box with me when I moved here, so he wouldn’t have it.” Wanda let out a deep sigh and shrugged her shoulders. “It must be in there somewhere. I’ll find it. I’m going to check a few more places.”

      “Good luck,” she said as Wanda went back into her house.

      “And good luck to you tomorrow,” Wanda said. Wanda and Daniel were among the few who knew that Bella was alive, so Anna had kept her up to date on the investigation. Danny and Bella had been childhood friends, and on Christmas Eve, the couple overheard a conversation revealing that Bella was still alive.

      “Thanks,” Anna said.

      After watering her garden, she went to bed early so she would be well rested for her trip to Camden the following day.

      After eating breakfast on Friday morning, she went to grab the sweatshirt she had left over the back of her couch, in case it was cooler in Maine. But the sweatshirt wasn’t there. She could have sworn she left it there the night before, but she shrugged it off and selected a different one from her closet.

      Jeremy and Joe arrived at 8:00 to pick her up for their road trip. She loaded a large stack of boxes, some packing tape, and a pair of scissors into the trunk of Jeremy’s car. She had bought the packing supplies earlier in the week, since she knew most stores would be closed on the Fourth of July. She slid into the back seat since Joe was sitting in front. He took a coffee from one of the cup holders and handed it to Anna. “It’s strange to think that this is our last trip to Camden.”

      “We’ve been making these trips to see Bella since January, and I had hoped our last trip would be to move her back to Massachusetts. But it’s still a relief that we’ll no longer be making this trek. Although, usually, I get to see my sister on the other end of the drive, so that part stinks.”

      “I’m sure she’ll call on Sunday, as she promised,” Joe said. “Wherever she was going, she should be settled in by now. It’s lucky that she can work from anywhere.”

      Bella had recently transitioned from working as a nail technician to an online life coach, partly so she could relocate more easily if she ever had to. But she had also wanted to find a way to utilize her psychology training. She couldn’t work as a counselor outside of Massachusetts and even if she could, she had been living under an assumed name while her license was under her real name.

      “It turned out to be a smart move,” Jeremy said. “Bella’s a survivor, just like her sister. She’ll be fine.”

      “At least we know she’s safe and far away from her stalker,” Anna said.

      “I kept a close watch. Nobody followed us out of Camden. I’m confident that she’s safe,” Joe said.

      His words pulled Anna back to the night before, when she’d had the unsettling feeling that someone was following her. Jeremy glanced in the rearview mirror. “Are you okay, Anna?”

      She hesitated, but there was no point in hiding anything from these two. Knowledge was power for all of them. “It may be nothing, but I felt as if someone was watching me last night while I was at the cove. But when Rosie and I looked around, we didn’t see anyone who looked out of place. I can’t help but wonder if it was Bella’s stalker.”

      Jeremy furrowed his brow. “I don’t like the sound of that. He obviously knows we are looking for him, and he has likely figured out by now that Bella skipped town. What if he’s turned his attention to you, now that Bella is out of reach?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Anna said. “I installed a security system for when I’m home alone, and when I’m out, I’m always around people.” That was the first thing Joe insisted that she do when he returned from escorting Bella out of state.

      They continued on the highway and were each lost in thought until Jeremy broke the silence. “We really did make a lot of trips up here, didn’t we?”

      Anna smiled. “A lot has happened in the past six months, and that doesn’t even count all the trips we made before we actually found her. It’s hard to believe that this time last year, I didn’t even know for sure that she was alive. I have to remember that when I get frustrated at how long it’s taking to bring her home.”

      They arrived at Bella’s apartment at 10:30. Bella had given Joe the key to return it to the landlord, so he was able to let them in.

      “Bella was smart not to sign a lease. It made it much easier to leave town at a moment’s notice,” Jeremy said.

      “Her landlord has been very kind. I made up a story about why Bella had to leave without saying goodbye. We paid an extra week’s worth of rent, so technically Bella has the apartment through the 7th, but I’m hoping we can get everything cleaned out today.”

      “What about the furniture?” Jeremy asked.

      “I’ve arranged for a moving company to come on Monday. I found a storage facility just outside Seagull Cove where they are going to move her belongings. That way, they’ll be there for her when she comes home. The landlord is going to let the movers in.”

      Even though Bella had left in a hurry, the small cottage was tidy.

      “Bella took most of her clothes and personal items with her,” Joe said as he turned on the air conditioner. “I don’t think this will take long.”
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