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“Fitz, could you let me look at that magazine you’re lying on?” Grayson gave my orange and white cat a pleading look. The periodical in question was a wedding magazine, and I’d just mentioned an article on groomsmen’s gifts that I thought Grayson might find useful.

Fitz blinked at my fiancé, rolling over onto his back instead of removing himself from the magazine altogether.

“He wants you to pay a toll,” I said with a laugh. “You’re going to have to rub his tummy.”

Grayson reached out to love on Fitz. “I know Fitz is an incredible cat who really redefines what it is to be a feline. But I’m still a little timid when it comes to rubbing any cat’s belly.”

Fitz, however, was clearly loving it, smiling a feline smile with his eyes halfway closed. And, after a minute or two, he got off the magazine and into my lap. 

Grayson and I were at my cottage, poring over wedding magazines and trying to plan our big day. We’d decided that it was a big day, not a big event. We didn’t want anything too swanky, too glitzy. The feel we were going for was warm, cozy, simple, and genuine. A happy day, surrounded by friends.

But still, wedding magazines were a must. It was fun to look at all the ideas, even if we discarded most of them outright. The wedding gowns ranged from classically basic to truly off-the-wall. And I worked at the library, after all. It was easy to check a bunch of older periodicals out to look at in the comfort of my home.

“I wonder if having me over here all the time will be a tough change for Fitz,” said Grayson, flipping through the magazine to find the groomsman article. “After all, he’s used to having you all to himself, without having to share.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think jealousy is in Fitz’s chemical makeup. He’s sort of a ‘the more, the merrier’ type of cat. An extrovert.”

Perhaps to prove the point, Fitz climbed into Grayson’s lap, looked soulfully into his eyes, then snuggled up. We both laughed, and Grayson gently rubbed the cat. 

Grayson had gamely come over to look at the magazines, but I could tell he was totally wiped out from his day covering news for our small town. Like Fitz, Grayson was also an extrovert. This meant that days mixing with the good residents of Whitby was ordinarily something that energized him. But today seemed the complete opposite.

“Everything go okay today? I know you were covering the last-minute preparations for tomorrow.” It was July 3, and the next day was Whitby’s annual (and beloved) Independence Day celebration. There was a parade, a play, and lots of red, white, and blue. 

Grayson gave me a wry look. “Is it that obvious? Sorry. I thought I was more scintillating company than I probably am.”

“You’re always scintillating. What happened at work?” 

Fitz looked up at Grayson with an inquiring look. Grayson tickled him under his chin, making Fitz give a delighted purr. “Oh, it was just hectic. The community theater volunteers were everywhere, since they always hep with setup and takedown for big town events. Pete Brennan was frantically reworking the parade route, for reasons unknown. Then there’s the evening performance of The Spirit of ‘76. You know, the patriotic play they’re doing after the parade. Rebecca Thorne was practicing her Martha Washington walk and kept saying she wasn’t getting it right, while David Hollister, who’s directing the whole production, was trying to keep everyone calm and on schedule.”

“How would Rebecca even know what Martha Washington’s walk was like?” 

“Exactly!” said Grayson, beaming at me. “That’s exactly what I thought. Then Carol Winters was documenting everyone’s mistakes as a sort of self-appointed director, which wasn’t helping David’s stress levels at all.”

“Maybe Carol was the person critiquing Rebecca’s unimpressive Martha Washington walk,” I offered.

“Entirely possible.” Grayson sighed. “But enough of that. I managed to take the day’s events and somehow transform them into what will hopefully read as a compelling article for tomorrow’s paper. Now I’m moving on to more interesting things like spending time with you.”

He reached out to give me a hug, being careful not to disturb Fitz. Then he laid down the wedding magazine. Grayson seemed as if he had something on his mind, but wasn’t sure how to broach it. I just waited, figuring that prompting him to just spit it out would backfire.

Finally, he said cautiously, “I was thinking about where we’ll live after the wedding.”

It had been weighing on both our minds lately. After all, our wedding wasn’t some distant dream. We were planning something intimate and manageable, hoping to marry in the next few months. But we’d made no progress on the question of where we’d actually live afterward.

I was settled in my great-aunt’s cottage, while Grayson still lived in his larger place in the neighborhood. There was a big part of me that dreaded the thought of leaving this cottage, even though I knew it wasn’t practical. This was where I’d grown up, where every corner held a memory I treasured. But the reality was unavoidable. We simply wouldn’t have enough space once we combined our lives. 

“Did you come up with any ideas?” I asked.

Grayson abandoned his caution, eagerly asking, “What if we live here?”

“Would we have the room?” I knew the answer was no, but I didn’t want to be the one to say it.

“We could expand it,” he continued enthusiastically. “I know how much you love this place—its character, its garden. I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of asking an architect friend to draw up some preliminary sketches.” He looked anxiously at me. “Was I out of line? You probably want to preserve the cottage, not change it.”

I shook my head, smiling at him. “I want to be here if it’s practical. If we can make that happen, that would be amazing.”

Grayson looked relieved. He reached for his backpack and pulled out some papers, spreading them out so I could see. “Like I said, this is totally preliminary—just to give us a starting out place to figure out what you might want or not want. Obviously, it would mean losing a little space in the backyard, though.”

I looked through the drawings. “I love that it looks like it has the same footprint on the front of the house, though. Your friend tried to keep the character of the place intact.”

“Well, that’s what I asked for. Again, I didn’t want to step out of line. I was just excited about the possibility of staying here and wanted to get an idea what that might look like. We can go in any direction you want to. Or scrap the idea altogether.” Grayson looked at me a bit anxiously.

“No, I really like this idea. And the thought of going in any direction we want to.” I glanced over at Fitz, who was looking fetchingly at Grayson to get him to keep petting him. Grayson quickly obliged. “Fitz would like a sunroom, wouldn’t you, Fitz?”

Fitz’s expression said that he absolutely would.

Grayson gave me a grin. “We could also use another small bedroom, thinking toward the future. And I was thinking again about the size of our combined book collections. Maybe we need a library, too.”

“Well, I can tell you that an open floor plan definitely wouldn’t work. We’ll need lots of wall space for bookcases.” Then I frowned. “Why do I have the feeling Zelda will have an fit over us building an addition? You know she’s on the architectural review board for the homeowners association.”

Grayson said, “Oh, you know Zelda loves you. She’ll sign off on anything you want to do to your cottage.”

I arched my brows. “Are we talking about the same Zelda? I’m talking about the one that lives in our neighborhood, has henna-red hair, and is on the HOA board.”

“I’m sure you won’t have any trouble at all. That we won’t have any trouble at all.”

The late hour, or late relatively speaking, was finally catching up with me. I covered my mouth with my hand to conceal a tremendous yawn. “Sorry,” I said. “It’s not the company.”

Grayson glanced at his watch. “Oops. I didn’t mean to keep you up this late. Or myself up this late, actually. We both have an early start tomorrow morning.”

I nodded. “I think it was awesome they chose someone from the library to be the parade grand marshal. But Wilson would have made a better pick.”

“Are we talking about the same Wilson?” asked Grayson in a teasing voice, copying me from earlier. “I mean, I love the guy, don’t get me wrong. But he can be a little aloof.”

“I don’t know if I’d call him aloof. He’s very formal, though.”

“And stiff,” added Grayson.

“That could just be age,” I demurred.

“Let’s just say you’re the far better candidate for smiling and waving from a float in a July Fourth parade,” said Grayson. 

I grinned at him. “Well, thank you. Fingers crossed it all goes well. I kept checking the weather today, hoping there weren’t going to be any errant storms.” 

“From what I saw, it should be great tomorrow.” Grayson extricated himself from Fitz with some difficulty, then leaned over to plant a quick kiss on my lips. “I’ll see you on Main Street tomorrow morning. What time are they having you come in?” 

“Eight o’clock.”

Grayson nodded. “I’ll already be there by that time. See you then.”

When I arrived downtown the next morning, there were already families lining the streets to get good spots for the parade. I could see David Hollister at the gazebo doing last-minute work on the bunting and banner anchors. I supposed they’d run out of time the night before. There were lots of red, white, and blue, and American flags. I walked down to the start of the parade route, where floats were parked at the ready. After I signed in, I was the surprised recipient of a sash and a bouquet from the parade committee. Librarians aren’t exactly used to such treatment, and the committee member who gave them to me laughed at my startled expression. “This is standard procedure,” she assured me.

I still somehow felt as if I were the peach queen or some equally silly nonsense. But I was happy to represent the library. Wilson, the library director and my boss, was pleased as punch that I was the grand marshal. So smile and wave I would, with flowers and sash and whatever else was required. 

I broke into a grin when I spotted Luna, my library coworker, walking up to me. Luna was something of a spectacle even on a regular day with her colorful, wild outfit combinations, piercings, tattoos, and hair color of the day. But she’d really outdone herself for the Fourth of July. She wore a skirt with white stars appliqued on it, a blue peasant blouse with bell sleeves, red, white, and blue striped tights, and comfortable sandals with ribbons in patriotic colors. 

Before I could even greet her, Luna thrust her phone at me. “I haven’t even had the chance at work to show you the pictures from the trip Jeremy and I took.”

“Yeah, work’s been nuts lately. At least we get a break today,” I said, peering at some blurry images on Luna’s phone and trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Luna wasn’t the best at photography, and I wasn’t sure if I was looking at a picture of a landscape or a human being.

“Do we even have a break? Maybe I do, but you’re here representing the Whitby Library.” Luna said. She looked at something behind me and sighed. “And now we have our boss here.”

I wasn’t surprised Wilson would show up at the parade. He was, after all, delighted about the library’s recognition represented by my being the parade grand marshal. I asked, “How are things going with Wilson and your mom?” The two had been dating for some time. To me, they were proof that opposites can attract. Wilson is always rather staid and crusty. Mona is bubbly and warm. Together, however unlikely, they appear to make a great team.

“Oh, I guess they’re going fine. It’s a little weird to see so much of Wilson after hours. But I’m glad my mom has fun stuff to do with someone. Someone besides me, at least,” said Luna. She quickly cut herself off as Wilson drew up alongside us. “How are things going, Wilson?” 

“Fine, fine,” said Wilson a bit vaguely as he peered over to look at the float I was about to ride on. The theme was “Reading Through History,” and it was basically a flatbed trailer decorated as a vintage reading room, complete with a faux fireplace, oversized books, and period furniture. There was a raised armchair that I gathered was to be my perch during the parade. 

Apparently, the float garnered Wilson’s approval. He gave a satisfied bob of his head. “Marvelous,” he said. “I wasn’t at all sure how this was going to work. But seeing it finished, it did all come together.” His voice was relieved, as if he’d been quite sure it wouldn’t have. 

A moment later, Timothy joined us. He was a teenage library film club regular, and one of our most valuable library volunteers. Not only did he help the public with our scheduled tech days, he was now assisting with the sound system on the float. “Hey there,” he said in his typical upbeat way. “Is it okay if I get the PA system set up? I’ll need to do a sound check before the parade starts.”

Wilson nodded. I tilted my head to one side. “PA system? I’m not supposed to make a speech, am I? No one mentioned that, and I haven’t prepared anything.” 

Timothy shook his head. “Nothing like that. We’ve just got recorded patriotic music running on a loop.” 

Wilson murmured for us to excuse him, and he busied himself closer to the float. Luna said, “Are you enjoying your break from school this summer?” 

Timothy grinned. “Well, I’m not sure it’s much of a break. You know I’m homeschooled. My mom has me volunteering all summer to build up my college applications.”

Luna said, “And the library is totally grateful for it! You’re like our tech wunderkind.” She turned to me. “Is there anything Timothy doesn’t know how to do?” 

“If there is something, I haven’t come across it yet,” I admitted. I saw Owen hanging back in the background a little. He was years younger than Timothy, had gone through some rough times, and looked up to Timothy as not just a friend but a mentor. “How are things going, Owen?”

He brightened, giving me a contented smile. “Everything’s great. Timothy is showing me the ropes for the sound system.”

“That’s good. You’re going to be a prodigy yourself, at this rate,” I said. Then I turned back to Timothy. “You’re up next for film club, right?” I hosted film club at the library, where the members took turns selecting and discussing interesting movies. Timothy was an avid movie buff.

“I thought I’d do an oldie but goodie. ‘Mr. Smith Goes to Washington,’” he said.

“You just can’t go wrong with Jimmy Stewart,” said Luna approvingly. “I might have to join up with you guys during film club, at least for a few minutes. Although it depends on whether the children’s section is crazy or not. And it’s fairly crazy ninety percent of the time.”

I noticed Owen taking in our conversation with interest. “Owen, would you like to come to film club, too? It’s a black-and-white movie, but it’s a wonderful movie, if you don’t mind old films.”

I could tell he wanted to come from the wistful look on his face. But I also knew his mom was currently working two jobs to make ends meet. He was staying at his house, since school was out for the summer, but was out fairly often thanks to Timothy’s generosity. Owen hesitated. “I’d like to, but I don’t have a ride.”

Timothy grinned at him. “No worries. I’ll come by and pick you up. It’s too good to miss.” He glanced at a large watch on his thin wrist. “We’d better get this sound system checked. We’re getting too close to time. We’ve got some banners to put up, too.” The two boys hurried off, clambering up onto the library float.

I turned to Luna. “Have you seen Grayson around anywhere?” 

“Oh yeah. He’s been running all over the place. Taking lots of pictures, too. I thought he had a photographer for stuff like that.”

I said, “He does, but it’s July Fourth, so there are folks out on vacation. Small-town newspaper, you know. Luckily, Grayson can do everything.”

One of the parade organizers strode up then to give me some last-minute instructions. As a grand marshal, my role was basically fairly symbolic and ceremonial. My job was waving and smiling and hopefully drawing attention to the library. I’d been stunned when they’d offered the role to me. The library board nominated me, the organizers said, because of my personal service record. To me, it was just part of my usual job to help patrons with research, job applications, technology, and other issues. They apparently also liked that I’d spent most of my life in Whitby. I’d been surprised and a little uncomfortable at the attention, but Grayson and Luna had persuaded me to accept it.

Forty-five minutes later, the parade was off and running. Or perhaps up and walking is a better way to put it since we moved at a very sedate pace. I smiled and waved obediently as folks along the parade route waved small flags while the floats went by. I passed Wilson, who now had Mona by his side in the crowd. He gave an approving nod at me. 

The sound system was indeed working well as the strains of ‘It’s a Grand Old Flag’ came through our float’s speaker. Fortunately, the high school marching band was some distance behind me as their sound was far stronger than our speaker system.

I glanced up when we passed the town’s gazebo, now strung with bunting in red, white, and blue. Then I frowned, peering closer. Although it was in the distance, there seemed to be someone lying down on the cement. There were benches in the gazebo, but the form I was seeing wasn’t on them, but on the floor. Something dark lay on the ground nearby. It looked like a tool of some kind.

I’d already passed Wilson and Mona, so glanced around to see if I could spot anyone else who could check on the person in the gazebo. It was hot out, of course, being July. I hoped they’d just passed out from the heat. I looked around for Burton, our police chief and my friend, but I saw another officer in blue instead. I managed to get his attention as we were pulling up to his spot in the crowd.

He spotted me immediately and started walking next to my float. “The gazebo,” I said. “It looks like somebody might need help. They’re lying on the cement floor.”

The cop nodded curtly and swiftly turned to make his way up to the structure. I wanted to watch to see what was happening, but I had completely different responsibilities at the moment, none of which entailed investigating what was probably somebody’s health problem. I resisted the urge to turn and watch the officer’s progress.

A couple of blocks later, I saw Grayson, camera around his neck. He blew me a kiss, and I smiled back at him. I felt myself relax a little. Whatever happened to the person in the gazebo was being handled by the police. 

Minutes later, however, I spotted Burton on his radio, looking grim before heading up toward the gazebo. 
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




The rest of the parade was a blur for me. I was smiling and waving as instructed but have no doubt I probably looked distracted and robotic. As soon as I’d reached the end of the parade route, I hopped off to get an update.

I was stopped along the way by a few patrons chatting about the library float and my role as marshal. It was probably fifteen minutes later that I finally made it up to the gazebo. 

By this point, I saw a couple of unmarked vehicles and some men and women in civilian clothes who appeared to be investigating. It looked like Burton had called in the state police, or SBI. 

Grayson was already up near the gazebo, watching and waiting his turn to speak with Burton. He turned to look at me. “Hey there.”

“Have you heard anything about what’s happened?” I tried to look into the gazebo, but there was crime scene tape and too many people to get any sense of what had occurred. 

Grayson nodded grimly, looking back over at the structure. “I’m afraid so. It’s David Hollister. It looks like he’s been murdered.”

“David? Oh no.” I didn’t really know David well, but I’d met him a couple of times. “I couldn’t tell who it was from the float. I saw him up at the gazebo earlier today, working on getting the decorations set up.”

Grayson turned back around. “You’re the one who spotted him?” 

I nodded. “As the float was passing the gazebo. I spotted a figure lying down on the floor there. I got the attention of a cop, and he walked up to check it out. I was hoping it was just someone with a medical emergency. Something related to the heat maybe.” I paused. “You’re thinking it’s murder because of all the police presence? Or did you see something up there?”

“It looked like David was struck with something heavy. I could see there was a rubber mallet nearby. It was one of the big ones the theater uses for building sets,” said Grayson in a low voice. Bystanders were starting to appear.

“It’s hard to believe somebody would choose such a public place to murder somebody. And on a major holiday, too. Whoever did this has got to have a screw loose.”

“Or maybe was really desperate?” asked Grayson.

I said, “You know David better than I do. Can you think of anybody who’d be desperate enough to kill him under these circumstances?” 

Grayson considered the question. “The only person who comes to mind right now is Rebecca. She’s his ex-fiancée.”

“Their relationship didn’t end well?”

Grayson gave a small shrug. “It was something David didn’t want to really talk about. But I could tell there was tension there even before the two of them broke up. Going from being engaged to breaking up is a huge step.”

We looked at each other, and I thought about our own relationship. I couldn't imagine scrapping our wedding plans to live totally separate lives. I wondered what could have happened between David and Rebecca for them to have made that decision.

I spotted Burton walking up to us, looking solemn. He motioned for us to follow him a bit out of the way, farther from the collecting bystanders. “Remember, we’re off-the-record right now, Grayson,” he said right off the bat.

“Of course,” said Grayson quickly.

Burton turned to me. “You’ve had quite a morning. My deputy told me you’d flagged him down after you saw the body in the gazebo.”

“I was up on a perch, so I had a better view. And, of course, everyone’s attention was pointed toward the parade, not away from it.”

Burton nodded. “You were on the first float, weren’t you?” 

“That’s right.”

Burton took out a small notebook and a stub of a pencil to jot that down. “That helps us establish a timeline. What exactly did you see from the float? Can you describe the position of the person?” 

I said slowly, “I saw a figure lying on the gazebo floor, not on the benches. That stood out to me right away. The body seemed to be on its back, but in an awkward position. I remember wondering if maybe somebody had a health issue. Like heat stroke or something. But thinking back on it now, it almost looked more like someone would appear after a fall.” I paused. “I understand it’s David Holloway?”

“It is,” said Burton. “But I’ll need both of you to keep quiet about the details until we have the chance to notify the family.”

Grayson and I both quickly agreed. Burton continued, “Did you see anybody hanging out in the immediate area of the gazebo, Ann? Anyone behaving suspiciously?” 

I shook my head regretfully. “No. I kind of zeroed in on him. But from what I remember, there was no one in the area. After all, anybody out here was here for the parade. They were all lining the street.”

Burton made a couple more notes on his notepad. “Okay. Thanks for your quick action this morning. I’d have hated if one of the kids at the parade had been the one to come across him.”   

Grayson had confirmed to me that there was a rubber mallet on the scene, but I wanted to see what Burton might say about it. “I also saw something that looked like a tool on the ground near David.”

Burton said, “A mallet. David was apparently using it to drive in stakes for the decorations. The mallet had ‘Property of Whitby Theater’ written on it in a black market. David, of course, was one of the community theater volunteers. Again, all this is information you’ll need to keep to yourselves.”

We nodded. Then, before Burton left, Grayson gingerly said, “Burton, I understand this is off-the-record. But as editor, I need to know what I can report and be responsible about it. Can you give me the basics for public information? What’s helpful for the community to know versus what might compromise your investigation?”

Burton bobbed his head in a nod. “You can give confirmation that a body was discovered during the July Fourth festivities. Giving the location is okay, as well as that the SBI has been called to assist. No mention of murder: just use standard language that the investigation is ongoing. And, if anyone saw anything, ask them to contact the police.” 

Burton turned to me. “Ann, you’re a witness, so I can’t have you quoted about what you saw right now.”

Grayson asked, “Can I mention that a parade participant alerted the police, without naming Ann?”

Burton considered this. “How about ‘a parade observer noticed someone in distress and alerted authorities.’”

One of the state police called out to him, and Burton headed swiftly away.

Grayson reached out to squeeze my hand. “I hate to say it, but I need to run, too. I’ve got to find out if the rest of the festivities are going on or if they’re canceled. Our social media will need to be updated. Are you okay?” 

“I am. Although I feel awful for David.” I frowned. “Was he close to Jeremy? I remember they worked together.” Jeremy was Grayson’s friend, made as soon as Grayson had moved to Whitby some time ago.

Grayson said, “They were definitely work friends. I don’t know how close they were outside of the office.” He frowned. “Obviously, I can’t tell him anything about what happened. Burton has to notify David’s family.”

I frowned, thinking about it. “His sister is Angela, right?”

“That’s right.”

I told him I’d let him go work, then I walked back to the town hall, which was the staging area for the parade participants. I was just going to grab my purse and keys and head out, but slowed down when I heard a couple of people talking about what had happened. Apparently, both of them were in the play that was supposed to go on that night.

A man was saying, “I just don’t know how they expect us to perform tonight after all this.”

A woman answered him. “You don’t know who it was?” 

“No, but it doesn’t matter who it was. All I know is that I heard there was some kind of death at the parade. It feels wrong for us to have the play after something like that. You know? It’s a tragedy.”

The woman said, “Well, they always say that the show must go on, right? We’ve put a lot of time and effort, not to mention the cost of costumes and the sets, into making this happen.”

Then another woman came in. I recognized her as Carol Wilson. She was a retired drama teacher; in fact, I’d been in her class when I was in high school. I remembered she was still involved in the community theater. She was in her mid-sixties and, as usual, was in a perfectly coordinated outfit with costume jewelry and sensible shoes. She’d obviously caught the tail end of the conversation.

“We’ve got more problems than just feeling insensitive about going ahead with the play,” said Carol briskly. “That was David who died.”

The other two exclaimed at the news. One of them said, “No way. I can’t believe it.”
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