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      Stevie and Win here, back in the mystery solving saddle again!

      Cary Donahue, owns Pretty Fly for a Fry Guy, a new place in Eb Falls, where all manner of the most decadent crispy French fry combinations this side of the planet are made. Imagine tender brisket, smoked and sliced to perfection on a bed of cheesy fries, topped with tangy barbecue sauce.

      To say I’d found my new home away from home is an understatement, much to the dismay of Win and my cholesterol. But when Cary is quite suddenly unalived, all of Eb Falls is in shock.

      Who would harm the man who served bits of fried, starchy Heaven with a smile and a kind word?

      Of course, Cary appears to us from the afterlife, looking for our help to solve his murder, but in a strange turn of events and quite suddenly, I can hear him and Win can see him. Taken aback by this new twist in our ghostly communications, we’re even more surprised to find Cary isn’t communicating in choppy sentences and vague appearances the way most entities we deal with do. He's clear as a bell, so solving his murder should be a piece of cake, right? Easy-peasy-lemon-squeezy.

      But there’s just one small problem, Cary isn’t in possession of the entirety of his memories—as in, almost any of his past or much of what he remembers weeks before he was murdered.

      Figures, right? But we jump in feet first anyway, and as we peel back the layers of Cary’s life, we discover far more than we bargained for.

      A hidden past, tawdry secrets, lies, powerful people in high places, and more murder than you can shake a stick at!
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      I swallowed a big bite of French fries with a hearty gulp, crispy spears thick with gruyere cheese, tender smoked brisket, and smothered in barbecue sauce that made my taste buds sing.

      Groaning in divine pleasure, I licked my fingers. A no-no for sure in the world of proper dining etiquette, but impossible to avoid when eating something this decadent

      I sighed in happiness. “I love this place, Mr. Winterbottom, er… Winningham. I could eat here every single day and never tire of French fries made in a bazillion different combinations and let’s not forget the secret sauce.” I tapped the container  “Sweet Pete, I could eat it by the spoonful.”

      “Ah, Dove. I fear your arteries won’t survive,” Win said with a wink and a chuckle, giving my hand a squeeze.

      After a particularly grueling session at Madam Zoltar’s, where one Mr. Vincenzo Franchetti wanted to contact his recently passed mistress and instead, his also recently departed wife showed up? I needed this.

      According to Vincenzo’s wife, Donatella, she’d waited for almost six months, floating about in the afterlife, praying for the chance to make contact with her philandering husband. Vincenzo’s mistress, Lucretia, was a no-show, but Donatella more than made up for her absence.

      I’m not sure we’ll ever get the shards of glass out of the ceiling—she threw some glass vases that hard. Needless to say, Madam Zoltar’s is a mess.

      Anyway, Mr. Franchetti was, to say the least, upset with us and our performance as clairvoyants and refused to pay for our service. I quite politely reminded him that maybe he should have kept little Vincenzo tucked away in his saggy drawers, then he could have avoided his wife’s afterlife ire—which he one-hundred percent deserved.

      Obviously that answer didn’t go over well, but honestly, how can we be held responsible for his marital hijinks and their loud, screeching aftermath?

      As he brushed glass from his thick dark hair, Mr. Franchetti gave us an unsavory Italian salute on his way out the door, bellowing about leaving us a poor review on Yelp.

      Thus, I deserved this gooey, sumptuous treat under the warm sun of early summer. To soothe my bruised feelings, of course.

      And I said as much to my husband. “After this morning and Mr. Franchetti’s behavior, I deserve this treat, Spy Guy.”

      He chuckled again as he eyed me across the picnic table in the gazebo, where we’d chosen to sit. “You said that yesterday, when that horrid woman with the nasally voice and dreadful honk of a laugh accused our beloved Whiskey of getting mud on her Dior wrap dress.”

      Now I laughed, and it was bitter. “That woman wouldn’t know a Dior from a s’more. That was no more a real Dior than I’m the princess of Moldavia. It was a knockoff.  So in honor of how bad she made Whiskey feel—even after I offered to have her fake Dior cleaned and pressed—I ate his feelings for him, since he can’t have fries dripping with cheese. It’s bad for his tummy. It was the least I could do for our precious.”

      “I’m sure Whiskey appreciates you taking one for the team. Though, might I remind you, when you nicked yourself shaving your legs in the shower, you also said you deserved a treat.”

      I made a pouty face. “Well, it did hurt, and the fries did make it better. Don’t you want me to feel better?”

      Win dipped a single fry in some barbecue sauce and held it up to his lips, looking as though it might physically hurt him to plop it into his mouth.

      We were having what I like to call a midafternoon snack at Pretty Fly for a Fry Guy. A new place in town, specializing in freshly cut, crispy French fries and all different manner of stuffed baked potatoes.

      It is, in my esteemed opinion, but one step from the Pearly Gates. Win, on the other hand, didn’t think about the decadence of it all. All he could think about was calories and his cholesterol.

      I say, p’shaw! If I’ve learned nothing since meeting my beloved, reincarnated ex-spy, it’s that life is meant to be lived. And believe me when I say, I’ve been living (so much living) ever since Cary Donahue opened up his fry shop.

      Any excuse I could find to pop in and try another of his starchy, carb-licious delicacies, I took it. He had all sorts of fun things on the menu, like Wench Fries, his take on a renaissance fair dish, served with a roasted turkey drumstick the size of your face and spiced wine.

      I’d avoided the Clench Fries, made with ghost peppers. So hot that Cary claimed they’d make your butt cheeks clench—I like spicy, but it doesn’t like me or my butt cheeks.

      But my favorite was the Mensch Fries, a dish, according to Cary, he’d dedicated to his Jewish mother and the brisket she made on holidays and special occasions.

      Cary was a great addition to Eb Falls. He offered food to the unhoused, jobs to high school students, seniors and mothers. Everyone loved him.

      “Dove?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. I felt a lecture on my LDLs and HDLs headed my way. “International Man of Mystery?”

      “How do we feel about a luscious, green-filled salad chock with fresh vegetables and rich with a healthy protein for your dining pleasure this eve?  We could eat by the water in the backyard, the weather is so delightful.”

      I daintily wiped my mouth with my paper napkin. “Are you calling me fat?”

      He shook a lean, tanned finger at me. “Uh-uh-uh, Mrs. Winningham. You will not gaslight me and change the subject with a loaded question like that.”

      I lifted my chin, smoothing my floral Lagerfeld sundress with the floaty skirt (which, BTW, had I known how fatphobic he’s rumored to be, I’d have never purchased it—even if it was only eight bucks and change at the thrift store).

      “Are you saying because I’ve asked if you’re calling me fat that my question is loaded, and you have to be careful how you tread because it is loaded? If you don’t think I’m fat, then it’s not loaded.”

      Leaning over the picnic table, as seagulls cawed and boats glided along the water, he refused to bite. “I think you’re the most beautiful creature ever to grace my eyes, and that will never change. Now, about that dinner. Might we squeeze a stalk of broccoli into your perfect body? Oh, wait! I know, what about some blueberries? I was just at the farmer’s market yesterday. They’re plump and juicy and rich with antioxidants. You like blueberries, don’t you, Dove?”

      I grinned slyly while gathering my empty container of fries and a can of grape Fanta. “I do love them, yes. In pie. In fact, it’s my favorite pie.”

      He pressed a kiss to my lips. “You are incorrigible.”

      “Your incorrigible wife.”

      I never tired of saying that. Nothing brought me more pride or pleasure than being Win’s wife.

      I realize that’s sounds-pretty-outdated, 1950s, wear-an-apron, make-me-a-sammich housewife. But it’s still true. Of course, he knew I’d wear an apron just as soon as I’d wear a pair of Daisy Dukes (not that I could, or even should), and grabbing him a cold one on command would never happen.

      But I did love being his wife—more than almost anything.

      Win rose from the picnic table, brushing his navy slacks as if a crumb had ever even considered landing on them. “What say we enjoy a stroll along the boardwalk. It’s a glorious day, meant for a brisk turn about the water to admire the tourists as they boat on the water.”

      This was Win’s gentle suggestion to work off the eighteen hundred or so calories I’d just crammed down my gullet in a single sitting.

      Exercise. Ugh.

      Still, I gave him a warm smile. If I had to move my legs, who better to do it with than the handsomest man on the face of the planet?

      Scooping up my garbage, I tossed it in the bin and wove my arm through Win’s as we headed toward the boardwalk, leaving behind Main Street and its throng of tourists sitting under colorful awnings, sipping drinks, eating ice cream cones and freshly popped buttered popcorn.

      The sun was shining, dancing on the smooth water like dappled fairies. The seagulls were diving for fish, squawking their harmony with the wind. And the breeze was warm against my skin, caressing it with the fragrant scent of saltwater and sunshine.

      It truly was a lovely day.

      We’d had a pretty stormy winter, and while I love the cooler weather, curled up by our fireplace with a good book or a nice binge watch of whatever we happened to be binging on a streaming service, I was grateful to indulge in some warmth.

      My wedge heels clacked along the boardwalk’s rickety wood, my arm tucked into Win’s while we strolled, enjoying the boats on the water, their colorful sails flapping.

      The bar on the boardwalk was filled with people on vacation, young and old alike, laughing, talking and enjoying the day. Tanned faces smiled, the scent of coconut suntan lotion wafted in the air, and wet footprints from the tourists littered the boards.

      Everything about the day said summer was in full swing, meaning, we’d have a full plate of clients for Madam Zoltar’s for most of the season. It was good to see Eb Falls thriving again and to contribute to that growth.

      As to us personally, we’d slowed a bit at the shop in the last couple of years, what with Win’s reincarnation, our marriage, a month-long honeymoon, and that high-profile case we’d solved only moments before we were married.

      The press had gotten wind of me and my subsequent testimony as a witness. Suddenly, everyone and their brother wanted us to solve their mysteries. In fact, shortly after returning from our honeymoon, there’d been a line out our door, littered with people who wanted our help.

      Then there were the emails. Day after day, someone else sent us one plea or another. I wanted to help—we both did—but after parsing them out, most didn’t involve an actual crime. We were in the business of helping people speak to their loved ones; that we’d solved murder cases was simply by chance…and my penchant for sticking my nose in where it didn’t belong.

      Overwhelmed after our last bit of nasty business, where someone I’d admired and liked very much ended up dead, we decided to take a break and really take stock of all the people who wanted our help…and how we went about helping them.

      I loved a good mystery, but I’m not, by law, a private detective. I’m just a big ol’ snoop who can’t keep her curiosity in check. It felt wrong to offer assistance to anyone when I wasn’t really qualified.

      And while Win was indeed qualified, as an ex-MI6 spy, he couldn’t tell anyone of his merits because he wasn’t Crispin Alistair Winterbottom anymore—not according to all the documents and passport he’d paid a fortune for, anyway.

      During that time, we’d taken small road trips to various parts of Washington and Oregon, stopping at antique stores and, of course, many, many vintage clothing shops. We’d paid a visit to my sister Hal, her boyfriend Hobbs, and her familiar, Atticus, in Maine at Christmas, and enjoyed part of the holiday in her snowy town of Marshmallow Hollow.

      We’d spent time with friends: having dinners; hosting Win’s garden club for high tea; playing all manner of board games and cards with Dana and Dennis, from my pottery class. We had Chester over, too, my first true friend when I’d moved back to Eb Falls from Texas, broken and powerless.

      Speaking of pottery, Win bought me a wheel for my birthday this past year, and once I’d recovered from losing my friend who’d run the pottery store, I began to try again. I still mostly stunk at it. Big, stinky stunk, but I loved presenting Win with a crooked mug he couldn’t ever use.

      We often had trivia nights with Enzo and his wife. The man responsible for turning our home into a palace, and someone who’d also turned out to be a dear friend. A friend whose wife, Carmella, fed me and rooted for me when no one here in Eb Falls would even look at me twice.

      Our beloved ghost friend Arkady joined us frequently, insisting he was simply happy to sit on Plane Limbo and watch the fun from a distance.

      Then there were my ever-burgeoning witch powers. They’d returned with a vengeance—and with Belfry’s guidance and counsel—over the last several months. I’d even begun to enjoy them a bit again.

      I didn’t have much use for them in the way that I’d once had, when I practiced with other witches back in Texas, but they were fun to break out—especially where Dana was concerned.

      He got a kick out of it when I shuffled the playing cards midair or stirred a pot of spaghetti sauce with no hands.

      Dana had come to terms with my being a witch. He no longer thought of my paranormal powers as evil—or maybe the better word is frightening. Raised in a religious household, he’d been afraid of me at first, of my familiar, Belfry. Of the idea I could communicate with ghosts.

      But his deep brotherly love for Win had won him over. We’d come a long way since telling him about Win’s reincarnation and my powers.

      Anyway, now that we’re all caught up, suffice it to say, we’d had a lovely sabbatical from solving crimes and talking to ghosts for a bit, but it was time to get back to the plan we’d started way back when we’d first met and Win was still a ghost.

      Honoring Madam Zoltar’s memory.

      Thus, we’d decided this summer to ramp up our intake at Madam Zoltar’s and continue giving the proceeds back to the community, like we’d done since first taking over her business. We’d rejuvenated Madam Zoltar’s to help people, and after many long talks, we’d decided that’s where we could give back the most—be of the greatest service to others.

      If a murder happened along the way, then it happened, and I’d scratch my mystery-solving itch, but otherwise we’d spend our time where it was most needed.

      As a team of two clairvoyants—one ex-spy, who, since his reincarnation, could hear ghosts; and me, a clairvoyant who could see entities. Talking to the ghosts and their mourning family members in the hopes we might bring them some peace was our specialty.

      I tugged at Win’s arm when we stopped midway to lean on the rails of the boardwalk and look out over the water. “Hey, how was garden club today? Is Mrs. Swinson still angry she lost the club’s reelection for president to Galen Finch?”

      My spy-guy was deeply invested in our community. He participated in everything from school fundraisers to helping keep our town beautiful and well-maintained.

      Win sighed as he pulled his sunglasses from the top of his head and dropped them on his nose. “Livid. In fact, she’s threatened to leave on numerous occasions, to which I silently and fervently pray she’ll do. We all hope she’ll leave us in peace.”

      I tipped my head back and laughed. “I’ve heard the rumors about her.”

      Win shuddered comically, putting his hand at the small of my back. “I assure you, Dove, they aren’t rumors. She truly is a horror.” He looked at his watch then pointed toward the other end of the boardwalk. “We have a two-thirty with a Miss Cantwell. She wishes to contact her aunt Lydia, the woman who raised her after her mother passed. We should get back and set up.”

      I nodded, happy to have something productive to do with our time. It was good to have a reason to get up in the morning, and since we’d opened Madam Zoltar’s for the season, our schedule was jam-packed with tourists wanting to contact a loved one.

      Standing on tiptoe, I pressed a kiss to his sun-warmed lips—stopping short and pivoting when I heard someone scream so long and so loud, I thought my eardrums would burst.

      We both turned toward the center of town where people had begun to run in every direction, cries of distress in the warm air.

      “What the…?” Win said as the shouts of tourists grew, even over the sounds of the water sloshing against the boardwalk.

      “He’s dead!” someone shouted. “Call nine-one-one!”

      We began running toward the crowd gathering outside some of the shops along Main Street when I ran directly into Cary Donahue, the owner of the fry shop.

      Okay, wait. I didn’t run into him, run into him. I ran through him. Right through him—and when I did, he yelped.

      I heard him yelp. Heard him…

      Lean and fit, Cary was the absolute antithesis of a man who fried potatoes all day long. The last person you’d suspect ate fries by the handful.

      And I’d run right through him…

      That had never happened before. Ghosts came in all shapes and sizes and with all manner of powers, but I’d never run through one in the past, not even before my witch powers were taken.

      Also to note, I’d never seen one so clearly before, either. All of the entities I’ve encountered were always blurred around the edges.

      Yet as I spun around, there stood Cary on the boardwalk, clear as day, wafting in the breeze, transparent as a piece of cling wrap yet crystal clear.

      So what did that mean? Did it mean anything at all?

      But I wasn’t the only one who saw him, because Win stopped dead in his tracks, letting go of my hand, his eyes wide. He looked to me, confused. “Bloody hell, Stephania, are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

      I frowned, dumbfounded. “Wait, are you seeing what I’m seeing? How can that be? You’re only supposed to hear what I see.”

      Cary’s gruff voice, his words cultured and articulate, cut off further conversation. “Hey, Win. How goes it?”

      Win blinked—twice—but his lips didn’t move.

      Cary stared at him, his dark eyes concerned. “Okay, can one of you tell me what the devil is going on? You guys okay?”

      Our mouths fell open in unison. “I heard him speak, Win,” I whispered to my husband. I haven’t heard a ghost’s in quite some time…

      “As did I, Dove, but to note, yes, I can also see him. Quite clearly, in fact.”

      He stared at Cary, who stared back at us as if we’d both lost our minds. He crossed his tanned, bulked-up arms over his chest. “Of course you can see me. I just saw you when you bought an order of Wench fries. I see you every day, Stevie. You’re one of my favorite customers.”

      I rolled my eyes. Okay, okay. Enough with the reminders of my unseemly gluttony.

      Cary lifted a hand at someone hurrying down the boardwalk. “Hi, Mrs. Sanders!”

      It took him a moment before he realized she’d zipped right past him without nary a glance, her sneakered feet pumping at high speed.

      He peered at her back, confused. When he looked to me, I bit the inside of my cheek.

      I decided the approach we had to take was going to have to be very carefully navigated. I licked my suddenly dry lips, clearing my throat. “Cary, we have to have a…conversation.”

      He shrugged his wide shoulders as if to say it was no big deal. “Okay, what’s on your mind, Stevie?”

      Then someone else screamed—and above all the noise and confusion going on behind us, someone cried, “Oh, no! It’s Cary Donahue! He’s dead!”

      Sighing, I winced. So much for careful navigation, huh?
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      Cary cocked an ear as the wind picked up, blowing all around us. “Did I just hear that right, Stevie? Am I really dead?”

      Oh dear.

      My response to his question was a slow nod. Though, did I have choice but to tell him the truth?

      Gulping, I exhaled. “You did hear that, Cary. I mean, I have no confirmation but that you’re standing here in front of me and no one else can see you, but me…er, us. So, I think yes. You’re dead.” Then instantly, I went into apology mode. “I’m sorry, Cary. I didn’t mean to blurt it out like that, but…”

      Win, who still stood motionless, stayed that way. Frozen in place, offering zero help with explanations.

      Cary gave me a long, hard glance, his eyes searching mine before he finally said, “So I guess I’m defunct, huh? That’s a real bummer.”

      Defunct. What an odd word to use for his death. It left me unable to find my own words, other than the usual perfunctory condolences. “I’m so sorry, Cary.”

      He spread his arms wide, giving himself a good once-over. “So I’m a ghost? Is that why you can see me? Because you can see ghosts?”

      “Ye—um, yes. I think so.”

      But I can’t hear them. What the heck was going on?

      His smile was filled with irony. “It’s true then, huh? You really can see dead people?”

      He made the worn-out joke from the movie The Sixth Sense, which under normal circumstances had become quite tired, but I nodded. “Yes. It’s true. I can see ghosts, and Win can hear them.”

      He chuckled, deep and throaty, as he wafted in all his transparency. “I gotta tell you, I didn’t believe it for a second. I thought you were just running a good game. Even when everyone here in town said that’s what you did over at Madam Zoltar’s, I thought they were just humoring you, hometown support and all. You know, like those crazy ladies at carnivals who offer to tell your fortune?”

      Boy, did I ever. I don’t know that anyone who actually lived in Eb Falls believed I could see ghosts. When I first returned here, after I’d lost my witch powers and the ability to communicate with ghosts, there were plenty of murmurs about me. The only remnant of my powers was when Win was able to contact me, and later Arkady.

      To this day, we still don’t know how he managed to break through the veil, but he became my conduit to the afterlife until pieces of my powers returned. I can’t tell you how often people here in town would catch me talking to him and I’d have to pretend I was on my cell via Bluetooth.

      For a while, before I let myself become more involved with my community and they got to know me, I’m sure most of them called me a kook.

      However, it wasn’t usually a townie who graced the doorstep of Madam Zoltar’s. Almost all of our business came from tourists. But it was nice to hear they weren’t still calling me a lunatic.

      “I know all about the crazy ladies at the carnival.”

      Cary grinned. “Go figure you’re for real, huh? Live and learn, right?”

      By now, the commotion behind me had my Spidey senses on high alert. I itched to investigate and see what was going on at his shop, but how did I do that without being a poor hostess to his departure from this plane?

      Cary didn’t look at all upset or especially freaked out by his new status. He moved right along without missing a beat when he looked to both of us, a clear question in his eyes. “Hey, hold on. Aren’t you guys detectives or something?”

      I instantly shook my head, glad the boardwalk was now almost empty and no one might encounter our astonished faces. “No-no. We’re not detectives. We just putter from time to time…”

      His gaze went critical as he shoved his hands inside the pockets of his tan Dockers. “Putter? That’s not how I heard it. I heard you two solved a bunch of murders—one pretty high profile not so long ago.”

      I wasn’t sure what was happening with my beloved husband, but I grabbed his hand in the hopes he’d get the hint and help a girl out. I mean, he’s the master communicator, right? He always has an answer for everything.

      But nothing. It was as though his lips were dipped in glue.

      “Stevie?” Cary pressed.

      I squinted against the sun’s glare, cupping my hand over my eyes. “We did… I mean, we have solved a few cases, yes. But we’re not exactly professionals. We don’t have a license or anything. Like I said, we just putter…”

      “Well, I’d lay money on the fact that I was just murdered.” He said it in such a matter-of-fact way, I didn’t know how to respond.

      Cocking my head, I frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      He rocked back on his heels, clucking his tongue. “Last I knew, I was a healthy forty-year-old guy in pretty good shape. At least after I last went to see the doctor for a checkup. So it must be murder, right? Plus, would all these people be screaming in terror the way they are if something ugly didn’t happen to me?”

      I looked toward the center of town and winced at the mayhem. Everyone ran around as if the apocalypse had just occurred and the Four Horsemen had come to collect.

      Maybe he’d been murdered, or maybe he’d been hit by a car, or had a stroke. Yet, I don’t mind saying, I found it a tiny bit suspicious he’d suggest he’d been offed. That’s not usually the first thought a ghost has.

      But I’d never encountered a ghost like Cary before, either. Most of them had zero idea what happened to them. Most couldn’t put a complete sentence together.

      He had his wits entirely about him. He wasn’t talking in choppy, mixed-up sentences, and he wasn’t at all fazed by the word murder.

      I squeezed Win’s hand, leaning into him, noting his face was still completely devoid of emotion. “Psst. International Man of Mystery, care to lend a hand?”

      He looked at me, as though he were preparing to move his mouth, but then he quite suddenly clamped it shut.

      Okay. So no help from my Spy Guy. I wasn’t sure what was going on with him, but I had to chalk it up to Win seeing his first ghost.

      Though, why that would be so alarming to him when he’d once been a ghost himself, puzzled me.

      “I’m sorry, Cary. The cat apparently has Win’s tongue. Where were we?”

      He swished two fingers at us. “You two. You’re detectives…er, amateur detectives, yeah? If I was murdered, I want to hire you to find out who eliminated me.”

      I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t mean to, but did he hear himself? “Hire us? How can you do that if you’re no longer living?”

      He lifted his square jaw. “Let me worry about that. For now, can we just go see what happened to me?”

      Not only was this a new ethereal experience for me, but to have a ghost offer to pay us for finding his killer—this was bananapants.

      Cary whistled, waving his transparent hand in front of my face to capture my attention. “Yoohoo. Hey in there! Are we going to see what happened to me or are we going to stand around with our thumbs up our butts and think about it for a while?”

      In a flash, Win was in front of Cary, towering over his form by at least two inches, his eyes angry. “How dare you! You will not speak to my wife with that tone. Apologize immediately!” he demanded, his fists clenched, his handsome face hard as granite.

      Huh.

      Grabbing Win’s arm, I pulled him back toward me to put a pin in whatever bug he had up his keister. I didn’t need someone to protect me. I needed him to help me help Cary.

      Cary’s hands shot up like two white flags of surrender, his expression contrite. “Apologies, buddy. But I was just murdered. Forgive me if I’m a little tense.”

      I stepped in front of Win, wrapping his arm around my waist. “You don’t know if you’ve been murdered, Cary. Maybe you had a heart attack. Maybe you fell face first into the fryer. It could be any number of things. But for the sake of argument, we’ll go poke around and see what we can see. Free of charge. Okay?”

      Cary grinned, giving Win a cocky glance, apparently completely unbothered. “Please and thank you.”

      “And if you are dead, it’s probably better you don’t see, so please wait here. We’ll be back.” I yanked Win’s hand and pulled him down the boardwalk, away from Cary.

      As we speed-walked toward Cary’s shop, I fought an angry tone when I asked, “What the heck happened to you back there, Win? Talk about hanging me out to dry.”

      His return response was curt at best. “Later, Stephania. For now, let’s see what this is all about while the scene is still fresh. Do you still carry protective shoe covers in your purse?”

      As if he had to ask. I was always prepared for a crime scene—even on our honeymoon, I’d packed shoe covers and hairnets. I know, I know, I sound as batty as everyone once thought I was. But you never know what you could run into and this is a prime example.

      Win took the lead, pushing through the crowd of tourists and onlookers until we reached the door to Cary’s fry shop. The police hadn’t arrived yet, but it wouldn’t be long before Dana was here, swinging his baton of rules and regulations about.

      We were still standing at the fine line between professionalism and friends when it came to a crime scene, and Dana wouldn’t blur those lines for all the donuts at Krispy Kreme.

      Which meant we had to move fast. Not that he wouldn’t ask if we’d seen a ghost when we were alone together, but I understood why he kept everything on the up and up in front of his policemen buddies. It had almost become our private game.

      I rooted around in my tote-like purse and pulled some out, each of us holding on to one another to put them on our shoes.

      

      Win and I looked at one another just before we stepped over the threshold, knowing what we had to do.

      The scent of tangy brisket covered in barbecue sauce and hot oil hit me in the face as we attempted to slip past the people milling about in the shop, wringing their hands.

      Win stopped short just inside the swinging doors to the kitchen. Cary’s long, lean body was splayed out across the floor by the fryer, the funny chef’s hat he wore—because he told everyone he fancied himself a Michelin-star chef of anything fried potato—knocked off to the right of his shoulder. His clothing didn’t have anything on it other than dots of grease stains.

      “No blood,” Win muttered, peering at Cary’s body. “No visible wounds. No apparent signs of a struggle. No GSW that I can see.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “Well, well, look who finally decided to use his big boy words.”

      Don’t mind me, I’m still just a little miffed my husband didn’t help me out with Cary.

      Win frowned at me with the look he always gave me when he was perturbed. “I promise I shall use all the big boy words in the dictionary when we get home, from A straight through Z while I explain. Until then, let’s get some pictures and note observations.”

      When I didn’t answer, still stinging from his lack of participation, he tipped my chin up. “Please, Dove.”

      “Fine, but I’d better get a full explanation when we get home. It’s not like you’ve never seen a ghost before,” I whispered.

      Win ignored me and pulled out his phone, taking snapshots of Cary and the surrounding areas as I listened to people chattering at a million miles an hour.

      Fear did that to folks—made them ramble, and there was plenty of fear to be had in the kitchen. From the waiters and waitresses to the two short-order cooks Cary employed, they all looked terrified.

      Cary’s fry cook, Desmond Waters, stood in a corner, his fist to his mouth, his eyes as wide as saucers. Desmond was the sweetest guy ever.

      In his early thirties, soft-spoken, gentle, an incredible eye for detail, he’d once worked at a real Michelin-star restaurant in Seattle until he’d left due to the high stakes and pressure involved in being employed by who he called a “monster with a god-complex” and a set of Japanese knives I couldn’t pronounce.

      We’d had many chats since Cary opened the shop, all of them pleasant and warm.

      I approached him carefully, placing a light hand on his arm, the scent of hot oil and Cary’s special fry sauce lingering on his clothes. We were on a first-name basis because, duh, he was in charge of fries. I’d make him my BFF and tuck him in with a glass of warm milk every night if he’d let me.

      His lean face looked positively pained, his light brown eyes darting from place to place in the kitchen, watery and red. His long, slender fingers clenched into a fist against his mouth as he leaned against the wide silver sink, where dishes had begun to pile up.

      His thick, milk-chocolate-colored hair, covered in a hair net, gleamed under the bright lights of the kitchen, and sweat glistened on his forehead and clean-shaven upper lip.
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