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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cathy sat across from her friends, Nancy and Mildred. They were in her grandmother’s kitchen discussing wedding plans. It had been six months since Cathy accepted Steve’s marriage proposal after she returned from Oaks Landing Farm where she’d help solve the murder of Mildred’s co-worker, a retired librarian. Following Cathy’s announcement, Nancy, who’d been at the farm with Cathy, visited her boyfriend Brian. She’d expected him to be angry with her for not telling the truth about why she went to Oaks Landing. Instead, Brian presented her with a ring. He said he missed her so much that he realized it was time to ask her to be his wife.

      As Nancy sipped tea that Florence brought along with home-baked muffins for the girls to share, she said, “It’s funny how things work out, Cat. Both of us engaged! Can you believe it?” She flashed her ring. The diamond was about the size of the one that Steve gave Cathy. Both were small, as neither man earned much money in their occupations as a gardener and an assistant deputy. Nonetheless, their value was high in feelings.

      “I know, Nance. What’s even stranger is that Mildred is engaged, too.” She glanced over at the librarian who’d convinced Cathy to go to Oaks Landing to help solve her colleague’s murder. During her time at the farm, Mildred met a widower, and they hit it off. When she returned, Henry put up his house for sale and planned to join Mildred in Buttercup Bend.

      Mildred said, “I was surprised that Henry proposed, but he’s a gentleman and doesn’t believe in cohabitating before we tie the knot.” She winked. Mildred, although she’d been married briefly and had a grown daughter, was known as a spinster in Buttercup Bend. Like Henry’s spouse, her spouse was dead. Nancy rented the basement apartment that Mildred’s daughter, who lived in another state with her husband, used to occupy.

      “I asked Cathy to invite us here to talk about our wedding plans,” Nancy said, picking up a muffin from the platter and placing it on her dish. She paused, waiting for them to look toward her. Then she continued. “Cathy, you’ve been dragging your heels setting a date, and you, Mildred, haven’t mentioned your plans at all. I want something memorable but haven’t a clue on how to go about it. It takes time to arrange a decent wedding, so I thought we needed to get together and make some decisions.”

      “I’m eager to marry, Nancy, but everyone is giving me different ideas of where to do it. Gran wants it here in her house. My brother says we should have it in a hall. Steve wants it in a garden.”

      “It’s your wedding, Cathy,” Mildred said. “You decide where you want it. As for me and Henry, we’re at an age where we can elope. Henry won’t move here until we’re married.”

      Nancy ate a piece of muffin and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “I think this may help.” She reached into her purse and withdrew a business card. Placing it in the center of the table, she said, “This lady was recommended to me by Pauline. She did a feature on her once for the Buttercup Bugle.”

      Cathy glanced at the card. “Georgia Hampton, Wedding Planner, Georgia and Ginny’s Wedding Services.” The address was on Long Island. “Are you crazy, Nancy? She probably charges a fortune, and she’s too far away.”

      “Pauline said she’ll give us a discount for the referral.”

      “Us?” Mildred had finished her tea and pushed the cup aside. “I don’t need a wedding planner.”

      “Ah, but you will if we have a triple ceremony.”

      “Now I know you’re crazy,” Cathy said. “Why would the three of us marry on the same day?”

      “Why not?” Nancy smiled. “We can all chip in on the cost. It’ll be a blast. We have an appointment with Georgia tomorrow. I suggest you both start packing.”
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      Cathy wasn’t thrilled that Nancy made an appointment with the wedding planner without consulting her or Mildred. When she told her grandmother, Florence said, “Seeing a wedding planner isn’t a bad idea, but I’m not pleased that Nancy is hoping to plan a triple wedding with you and Mildred. It might take away from a day that should be special for you, not two other brides.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that either, Gran, but what should I do about seeing the wedding planner?”

      Florence sighed. “Because Nancy already scheduled that, why don’t you go? I’ll take care of the kittens and also Hobo if Nancy needs me to watch him. Since you’ll be on Long Island, you can stop by to meet my sister. In fact, why don’t you stay there overnight? I’ll call Madeline and arrange that.”

      Cathy had forgotten that her great aunt Madeline still lived on Long Island. She knew that Florence kept in touch with her older sister, but Cathy hadn’t seen her since she came to her parents’ funeral five years ago and before that only as a child when she visited her grandmother.

      “That’ll be nice if she doesn’t mind. But does she have room for the three of us?”

      “I’m sure she does. Her husband died before you moved in with me, so she’s in her house all alone.”

      Cathy wasn’t sure Nancy and Mildred would go along with the idea, but she looked forward to catching up with her great-aunt. “Okay, but I need to tell Steve I’ll be away. We’re having dinner together tonight.”

      “Of course, dear. I’ll call Madeline and let you know what she says.”

      

      Steve took Cathy to a new Italian restaurant in Buttercup Bend. When she told him about her wedding planning appointment, he said, “A wedding planner might be helpful. As the groom, I don’t have much say in the details. If it were up to me, I’d ask Pastor Green to marry us in a garden somewhere. As far as our getting married with our friends, I won’t argue with that if it’s what you want, but Nancy can’t force you to sign any contracts.”

      Cathy looked down at her plate of lasagna that she’d barely eaten. “That’s what you think. Nancy can be very convincing when she wants to be.”

      He chuckled.

      “It’s not funny. She’s gotten me into a lot of serious predicaments in the past.”

      “She also showed you your sleuthing side.”

      Cathy sighed. “It’s true that I would’ve never considered becoming a detective until Nancy had me investigating Maggie Broom’s murder. But I don’t owe her anything for that.”

      “She is your best friend.” He raised a blond eyebrow.

      She sighed again. “You’re right. I’m going, and I’ll keep an open mind. I’ll try, anyway.”

      He smiled. “That’s my girl. Now eat your lasagna.”

      

      After she had dinner with Steve and he dropped her home, Gran told her that everything was arranged with her sister. Cathy called Nancy to ask if she wouldn’t mind staying a night on Long Island at her great-aunt Madeline’s house and told her she could bring Hobo over the next day for Florence to watch while they were away. Nancy loved the idea. She hadn’t yet made any hotel reservations and said she’d thought about asking Brody to watch Hobo but was worried that his adopted cat Stripey would have a harder time with him than Harry and Hermione since Stripey was old and set in his ways. Besides, Hobo had stayed with Florence when Nancy had gone to Oaks Landing, and Cathy’s cats had gotten along well with him.

      When they finished talking, Nancy promised Cathy she’d tell Mildred that they’d be staying overnight at Cathy’s great-aunt’s house after their wedding planning appointment.

      

      Nancy brought Hobo over in his carrier the next morning. Mildred was still at home finishing her packing, which Cathy thought was unusual because the librarian normally prepared early for everything. Cathy kissed Florence goodbye, grabbed her overnight bag, and drove with Nancy to Mildred’s house to pick her up. When Nancy opened the door, Mildred answered. Her cheeks were flushed, and she smiled widely. “Good morning, ladies. I have something to show you. Please come in.”

      “What’s up, Mildred? You look excited.”

      Mildred led them into the living room. Cathy was used to meeting Nancy in the downstairs apartment so wasn’t familiar with the main level of Mildred’s home. She found it suited the librarian with wall-to-wall bookshelves and comfortable-looking seating. There were photos of her daughter and her family in frames on the walls and side tables. There was also a photo of a man with a younger Mildred. Cathy assumed that was her dead husband.

      “Come here.” Mildred brought Cathy’s attention back. She walked over to a desk that faced the window. It held a desktop PC. “Nancy, you haven’t seen this yet either. While you were bringing Hobo over to Cathy’s house, I did some research.” She tapped the space bar, and Cathy saw what was on the screen. It was a Google search for Georgia and Ginny’s Wedding Planning Services.

      Cathy skimmed the page that included photos of two women, the Hampton sisters who were partners in the company, and their bios. Georgia had dark curly hair and wore purple-framed glasses. She looked to be in her mid-thirties. Ginny, listed as “Virginia,” had long blonde hair and wore a bright pink and white polka-dotted scarf. She appeared to be a few years younger. She reminded Cathy of Stacy, the vet who’d moved from Oaks Landing to work with Michael at his animal hospital. She still felt guilty at turning down his proposal and hoped he would develop a relationship with Stacy. When she first thought they might be involved, she was jealous. But now that she and Steve were engaged, she wanted Michael to share their happiness.

      “Don’t you notice something strange about these ladies?” Mildred asked.

      Cathy and Nancy stepped closer to view the page. The wedding planner’s bios said that they’d been in business for five years and had organized over fifty weddings. Georgia had a degree in hospitality. Ginny had previous experience working in event planning. “I don’t notice anything odd, Mildred,” Cathy said.

      Nancy nodded. “Neither do I.”

      “For one thing,” Mildred said, “I think it’s strange that both of them are in their thirties and unmarried, even though they work in wedding planning. Also, read Georgia’s hobbies.”

      Cathy hadn’t paid attention to the pastimes the Hampton sisters enjoyed. Rereading the bios, she saw that Ginny liked to cook and dance. When she viewed what was listed for Georgia, she understood what Mildred meant. Georgia had a part-time gig hosting whale-watching tours. “I see, Mildred, but I don’t think it’s an issue that Georgia has an unusual side job.”

      “Am I missing something?” Nancy asked, moving closer to the computer screen. “What unusual job are you talking about?”

      “Georgia watches whales,” Mildred said.

      “She leads Whale-Watching Tours,” Cathy corrected.

      “Cool! Maybe we can go on one. It might make a fun honeymoon,” Nancy said.

      “I don’t think Brian would agree.” Cathy turned to Mildred. “Would you go on a whale watching honeymoon with Henry?”

      The sixty-year-old librarian smiled. “I’d be up for it.”

      “What?” Cathy was shocked. “Am I the nerd here? Mildred, I thought you found it weird about Georgia leading whale-watching tours.”

      “I did, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t be interested in it, and Henry is as hip as I am.”

      “Well, you can count me out. I don’t think Steve would want to watch whales on his honeymoon.”

      Nancy grinned. “All he’d want to do is look at flowers.”

      “Flowers are beautiful, and there are many gardens all over the country, all over the world, too.”

      Nancy glanced at her watch. “Enough talk about whales and gardens. I don’t want us to be late for our appointment, and there might be a lot of traffic heading down there.”

      Cathy knew Nancy wasn’t usually prompt, but she seemed eager to meet with the wedding planner, something Cathy wasn’t in a rush to do.

      Mildred shut down her computer, took her purse off a nearby chair, and then went down the hall to get her suitcase. When she returned, she said, “All right. Let’s go see Georgia, the whale lady.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      They threw their overnight cases into Nancy’s car, and she drove. Mildred sat next to her. Cathy took the back seat in consideration of Mildred’s bad knees. Cathy had given Nancy the address of Madeline Mayfair’s house on Long Island. Madeline lived in Minnick, a town close to the wedding planner’s office in Fogport.

      Georgia and Ginny’s Wedding Planning Services was in a building located in a small mall that included various stores. A bridal shop was conveniently located adjacent to it.

      “Oooh, we have to look in there after our appointment,” Nancy said when they arrived, pointing in the direction of the window displaying a lacy white gown with pearls and a tight-fitting bodice.

      “I’m not planning to wear anything like that, even if I could,” Mildred said. “I was thinking of an off-white dress. It’s my second marriage.”

      “Well, you can help me and Cathy pick out something nice. You have great taste, Mildred.”

      “Thank you, but you two should choose your own gowns.”

      Cathy wasn’t ready to start picking out a wedding gown. “I don’t think we should do any looking until we’ve booked a date, and we should shop closer to where we live.”

      “I agree we should shop near Buttercup Bend, but it’s not a good idea to wait, Cat. It could take a long time to find what we want and then there are fittings. We also have to choose the gowns for the maid of honor and the clothes for the rest of the bridal party. They might have a section for tuxedo rentals, too. Wait!” Nancy stopped in the middle of the street, and Cathy was worried a car would speed by and hit her. “Haven’t you been browsing wedding catalogs and clipping out stuff you like, as I have?”

      “We can talk about this later, Nancy. Our objective right now is to speak with Georgia Hampton.”

      Mildred was already at the glass door of the wedding planner’s office. “Are you two coming or not?”

      Cathy was relieved that the librarian had shut up Nancy. Mildred held the door open for them.

      As they entered, Cathy felt as though she’d stepped into a romantic fantasy. The office was decorated in pastel colors with roses of all shades in crystal vases everywhere. She sniffed the fragrant air and followed Nancy to the front desk where a woman about their age sat answering a phone and typing information into a computer. She looked up as they approached.

      Finishing her call, she smiled at them. “Sorry to keep you waiting. It’s June, the busiest time here, although October is now a close second for weddings. I’m Stephanie, the office manager. How can I help you?”

      “We have an appointment with Georgia Hampton,” Nancy said.

      Stephanie tapped a few keys on the computer and glanced at the screen. Cathy figured she was checking an online calendar.

      “What were your names again?”

      “The appointment is under Meyers. That’s me. Nancy Meyers. I was referred by Pauline Harding from the Buttercup Bugle.”

      “I see.” Stephanie was still looking at her screen. “Was the appointment just for you or for your sister and mother, too?”

      Mildred’s face reddened, but Nancy corrected Stephanie. “It was for the three of us. These are my friends, Cathy Carter and Mildred Hastings. We’re planning our weddings.”

      Stephanie took her eyes off the computer. “Georgia only books one wedding at a time. You’ll need individual appointments.”

      “You don’t understand,” Nancy said. “We’re planning a triple wedding. We all want to get married together.”

      Cathy wasn’t yet on board with that idea, and she knew Mildred wasn’t either. But she figured that white lie might get them in the door. She was wrong because Stephanie, after glancing back at her computer, said, “That’s fine, but I don’t see any appointment on Georgia’s calendar for you, Ms. Meyers, or any of your friends.”

      “I made it two days ago.”

      “I’m the only one who books appointments here, and I didn’t speak with you.”

      “Someone answered the phone when I called and said she’d take the message and book us.”

      Stephanie looked annoyed. She sighed. “That might be Ginny. She answers the phones when I’m at lunch and often forgets to give me the messages and add bookings to the calendar. I’ve complained to Georgia about that many times.”

      “That’s not our fault. Is there any way Georgia can fit us in today?”

      Stephanie shook her head at Nancy. “I’m afraid not. Georgia’s leading a Whale-Watching Tour this afternoon. She already left.”

      “What about Ginny? She’s a wedding planner, too, right?”

      “Yes, Ms. Meyers, but she isn’t here either. She’s out with a client showing a venue. I can book you all for next week.”

      Cathy watched as Nancy placed her hands on her hips and took a step forward. “We can’t wait a week. We traveled from upstate for this appointment. What type of business is this that you can put off three potential clients?”

      “I’m sorry,” Stephanie repeated. “It’s a busy time for us. That’s the best I can do. Neither Georgia nor Ginny has any openings until next week. May I put you down for 1 p.m. on Monday?”

      “You may not. We’ll take our business to another wedding planner. C’mon, ladies. We’re out of here.” As Nancy turned, Stephanie called her back. “Please reconsider. Georgia organized my own wedding. It was lovely. She does a wonderful job, and you’ll find her prices quite reasonable. With your referral, you’ll also get a discount. A week isn’t that long to wait. I assume you all recently became engaged.”

      “It’s been six months,” Nancy pointed out. “I’m sick of waiting.”

      Cathy placed a hand on her arm. “I can wait, and so can you. Let’s go, Nancy.”

      With a huff, Nancy turned around and let Cathy lead her to the door. Mildred followed behind.

      Cathy was relieved that Nancy seemed to have forgotten her interest in going to the bridal shop. But when they were seated in her car, Nancy didn’t start the engine right away. Instead, she pulled out her cell phone and began tapping it.

      “What are you doing?” Cathy asked.

      She continued typing. “I’m trying to find out where the whale-watching tours are given.”

      From the back of the car, Mildred asked, “Why?”

      “So I can find Georgia and complain about her company’s poor service.”

      Cathy sighed. “What good will that do? We should just look for another wedding planner, one closer to us. I’m not even happy you want us to use a wedding planner.”

      Mildred agreed. “I already said I’m not interested. I only joined you because you were so insistent. Why don’t you take us home? Cathy can call her great-aunt and tell her we’ve changed our plans.”

      Nancy ignored her. “Ah! I found it ‘Captain Sharp’s Fleet and Whale-Watching Tours.’ This has to be the one. It’s close to here.”

      “Are you listening to us?” Cathy asked. “We don’t want to go, and you shouldn’t either.”

      “Too bad. Unless you want to hitch a ride home or pay for a rideshare, you’re coming with me.”

      Mildred said, “Then I guess we’re stuck going along with your fruitless venture, Nancy.”

      Cathy kept her mouth shut. She knew there was no sense arguing with her stubborn friend.
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      Following the GPS on her phone, Nancy pulled up to a dock where boats were moored. There was a white, blue-lettered banner hung over a weathered wooden building a few yards away that read, “Captain Sharp’s Fleet and Whale-Watching Tours.”

      “I think we can ask for Georgia in there,” Nancy said, glancing toward the building.

      “I’m not getting out.” Cathy kept her seatbelt clipped.

      “Neither am I,” Mildred said. “This was your idea, Nancy, and we didn’t want to go along with it.”

      “Fine! I’ll be right back.” Nancy got out of the car and stepped onto the dock to make her way to the building. But as she did, her shoe heel caught on a plank, and she took a tumble.

      “Are you all right, Miss?” a voice asked. Cathy saw a young man approach from the other side of the parking lot. He had light brown hair styled in a crew cut and a navy t-shirt with a graphic of a whale on it.

      The man rushed to Nancy and gave her his hand. “Let me help you up. That board needs to be fixed. I’ll tell Captain Sharp.”

      Nancy leaned on him as she stood up and adjusted her shoe. She smiled. “Thank you, sir. I was about to go into the building and ask for Georgia Hampton. I understand she works here and gives whale-watching tours.”

      “That’s right. Georgia is setting up for one right now.” He glanced toward the boats. “She’s cleaning Lady Star. She prefers that boat. I give tours, too, but I use the Lucky Maiden. Are you registered for Georgia’s tour?”

      Nancy shook her head. “No. I need to speak to her about another matter. I’m Nancy Meyers, by the way.” She extended her hand. The man shook it.

      Glancing at the ring on her left hand, he said, “Nice to meet you, Nancy. I’m Tommy Mueller. I guess you want to see Georgia about a wedding.”

      “I do. I mean, yes.” She laughed.

      Tommy turned and glanced at Cathy who had gotten out of the car when she’d seen Nancy trip. “Are you with Nancy?” he asked.

      “Yes. I’m her friend, Cathy Carter. Thank you for helping her.”

      “Does the old lady need a hand?” He glanced at Mildred who still sat in the passenger seat. At that comment, she jumped from the car. “I do not, young man. I may have weak knees, but I’m as spry as I was at your age.”

      Tommy grinned. “I don’t doubt it, ma’am. Are you ladies all looking for Georgia or just accompanying Nancy?”

      “Both,” Cathy said.

      At his puzzled expression, Nancy added, “We went to the wedding planning office for an appointment we had today and was told Georgia was leading a whale-watching tour. There was a misunderstanding, and I’d like to speak with her about it.”

      “Of course. I can take you to her. The tour doesn’t start for an hour. She likes to prepare in advance.”

      “We’d appreciate that.” Nancy spoke for the three of them.

      “Then follow me, ladies, but please be careful on the dock.”

      

      The dock was longer than Cathy had observed when they’d arrived. It wrapped around the water for what seemed like a mile. She realized she wasn’t in great shape when she had trouble keeping up with Tommy. Nancy, on the other hand, was right at his side, while poor Mildred hung several feet behind all of them.

      As they turned a corner, a young woman came running toward them, her long blonde hair billowing in the wind. She wore cut-off jeans and a tank top with the same whale logo as the one on Tommy’s shirt. When she saw them, she yelled, “TOMMEEEE! I’ve been looking for you.”

      A blush rose on Tommy’s cheeks as he stopped short, and the girl embraced him in a bear hug. “I just got in, Angel. I met these ladies who are looking for Georgia, so I was taking them over to her boat.” He turned around. “This is our deckhand, Angela Price. She prefers to be called Angel.”

      Nancy said, “Hi, Angel. I’m Nancy, and these are my friends, Cathy and Mildred.” Cathy noticed she didn’t bother including their last names.

      Angel nodded. “Are you signing up for a tour or getting married?”

      “They’re getting married. That’s the reason they want to speak with Georgia,” Tommy explained.

      “Hmm. Good luck. She’s in a mood today.”

      “What do you mean?” Nancy asked.

      Angel bobbed her blonde head. “Georgia’s very temperamental. I saw her speaking with Captain Shark. I mean, Sharp. I nicknamed him ‘shark’ because he can be like one sometimes. They were arguing in the office about something. Then she grabbed the keys to the boat and stalked off. That was about a half hour ago. I’ve been jogging on the dock since then, but I stopped for a latte in the coffee shop. I thought you might be working on the Lucky Maiden, Tommy, so I looked for you over there.” She glanced at her watch. “Shark won’t be happy you’re late. Have you checked in yet?”

      “No. I had a late night, and my alarm didn’t go off this morning. I was headed for the office when I saw Nancy fall on a loose board. I’m sure the captain will understand. If she got hurt, she could’ve sued us.”

      Nancy didn’t deny that. Instead, she said, “We’re not in a rush, but we’d like to speak to Georgia before her tour starts.”

      “Sure. Her boat’s right over there.” Tommy pointed to a light blue boat a few feet away. Its red lettering read Lady Star. Gold stars were painted around its name.

      “I think I’ll pass,” Angel said. “I’ll meet you in the office, Tommy, and let Shark know you’re here and what happened. Don’t take too long.” With that, she jogged off in the direction of the wooden building.

      “That’s strange,” Tommy said as he led them toward the boat. “Georgia usually works on the top deck. Angel’s supposed to help us clean out the boats, but Georgia insists on doing it herself before her tours.”

      “Could she have stepped away?” Nancy asked. “I hope we didn’t miss her.”

      “We would’ve seen. I’ll help you ladies on and then call down to the bottom deck to see if she’s there.”

      “How long has Georgia been doing this?” Cathy asked as he gave each of them a hand onto the boat.

      “She’s been with our team for two years now. She started as a deckhand like Angel, but then Sharp taught her how to give tours. He’s still doing them, too, but she’s built up a following.” He smiled. “Some of the women come because they know she’s a wedding planner and hope to get free advice.”

      As they boarded the boat, Tommy called out, “Georgia, are you here? I’ve brought some people who want to talk with you. Georgia?”

      When there was no answer from below, Tommy said, “She sometimes uses earplugs to listen to music when she’s cleaning so might not hear us. I’ll go check.”

      He opened the hatch, which was a square door cut into the boat, and descended the stairs. Nancy started to follow him. “Nancy, wait up here,” Cathy said. “You don’t want to trip again, do you?”

      “I don’t want her getting away.”

      “She might not even be down there.”

      Nancy ignored her.

      Cathy sighed, but she followed them.

      She remembered what she told Steve about Nancy leading her into dangerous situations. “Wait for us up there, Mildred,” she called back, but the librarian was already behind them placing two feet on each step and hugging the wall. The stairway was narrow and dark.

      At the bottom, Tommy switched on a light. Cathy wondered why the light switch hadn’t been placed at the top.

      “Georgia,” he called again. “Are you down here?”

      As Cathy’s eyes adjusted to the brightened area, she saw a body on the ground and a trail of blood around it. At first, she thought the woman had hit her head on one of the low beams she’d avoided when she’d stepped below deck. But then Nancy began to scream. “Oh, my God! Look at her head. She’s been shot.”
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      Tommy rushed over to the body. “Georgia!” he exclaimed. He took her limp wrist and felt for a pulse. Then he put his head to her chest and began to administer CPR. “Call 911,” he said. “She’s not breathing, but she’s still warm.”

      Cathy took out her cell phone and entered the emergency number. When the dispatcher answered, she told them that someone had been shot aboard a boat docked at Captain Sharp’s Fleet and Whale-Watching Tour Company and to send help right away.

      Nancy, who’d stopped screaming, seemed frozen. Cathy was surprised because Nancy was usually the calm one in emergencies. Mildred was also quiet, but Cathy could tell by the sound of her quick breathing that she was also scared.

      The paramedics arrived quickly and pronounced Georgia dead. The police followed them. The officer in charge, his badge read, “Dooley,” asked them to go up on deck. When they did, Cathy saw that a crowd had gathered on the dock. She realized these were the people signed up for Georgia’s tour.

      “What’s going on?” the man at the head of the line asked.

      Tommy said, “Sorry, sir. There’s been an accident. We’ll refund your ticket.” He turned to Officer Dooley. “Can I take them to the office? I need to get their names and phone numbers.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” He addressed his partner, “Get those people out of here. Have them contact the office tomorrow.”

      The younger police officer said, “Shouldn’t they be questioned and checked for the gun?”

      “You have a point, Palmer. Go to it. I’ll take care of these folks.”

      A murmur rose through the crowd as Officer Palmer jumped to the dock. A heavyset woman wearing red Bermuda shorts and a white top with a beach scene, said, “I don’t know what’s going on, but you can’t touch me. I’ll sue you.”

      “I won’t frisk you, but I have to check your bag.”

      “I only have sunscreen and my wallet in there. This is an invasion of privacy.”

      “If you were flying, they’d have you go through TSA. Now hand over the bag.”

      Cathy was amazed the nerdy-looking policeman could be so aggressive. Officer Dooley watched with a crooked smile. “That’s the end of the sideshow, people. Those folks may not need to be frisked, but you four have to be. I want your names and IDs first and what you were doing on this boat when you found the body.”

      Tommy said, “I’m Thomas Mueller. I work here. You can check with my boss.”

      “And who is that? Where is he?”

      “He’s in the office. His name is Captain Shark. I mean Sharp.”

      “I’ll head there next.” He turned to Cathy. “Do you work here, too?”

      “No. I’m Cathy Carter. I’m here with my friends, Nancy Meyers and Mildred Hastings.” She looked over at them. “We wanted to speak to, uh, the deceased about a wedding.”

      Dooley raised his gray eyebrows. “A wedding? I thought this was a whale-watching tour.”

      “It is,” Nancy said. “But Ms. Hampton, the, uh, deceased, was also a wedding planner. We had an appointment with her, but her receptionist had no record of it. I wanted to let her know about that misunderstanding.”

      Nancy was coming out of her shock. Mildred, however, looked as though she was about to faint. It was obvious she’d never seen a dead body before. The murder that she investigated with Cathy at Oaks Landing Farm had occurred before they’d arrived.

      

      After Palmer released the tour customers and Dooley was satisfied that Cathy and her friends weren’t armed, he asked Tommy to take him to see Captain Sharp.

      “Can we go?” Mildred asked. Cathy still thought she looked shaken.

      “Yes, but I’ll need your contact information in case we have further questions.”

      Tommy said, “That really isn’t necessary, Officer. I can vouch that they’re innocent. They only came to talk to Georgia about a wedding. She was already dead when I brought them down.”

      Dooley narrowed his eyes. “How can you be sure they weren’t here earlier and shot Ms. Hampton? Maybe they made the wedding story up, or maybe they were unhappy with a wedding she arranged.”

      Nancy said, “Are you calling us liars? And if that were true, how come you didn’t find the gun on any of us?”

      Dooley looked over the side of the boat and pointed to the water. “Because you could’ve dropped it in there. We’ll have divers check that.”

      “One more thing.” He looked at Tommy. “I’ll need to notify Ms. Hampton’s next of kin. Would you have that information?”

      “She has a sister,” Tommy said. “They’re partners in the wedding business. Sharp has her contact, but you could always call her office.”

      “We were just there,” Cathy said. “We were told Ginny was out with a client.”

      “I’ll need her cell then,” Dooley said. “I hate to break news like this over the phone, but that’s how everyone communicates nowadays.” He walked to the edge of the boat and said to Tommy, “Take me to Captain Sharp. He needs to be told that one of his employees has been murdered and answer a few questions.”

      As Dooley and Tommy walked away, Palmer helped the rest of them off the boat. “Dooley needs your phone numbers,” he said, “then you’re free to go.” He took out a pad to write down their information.

      “I think you should know that Cathy and I are detectives,” Nancy said. “We’re with the Hunt, Meyers, and Carter Agency in Buttercup Bend. We might be of help to you.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything about that before when you were questioned?”

      “I was in shock. Although Cathy and I have solved a few cases, seeing a dead body up close like that still upsets me.”

      Mildred said, “I’m not a detective. I’m a librarian, but I could help with research if necessary.”

      Cathy didn’t offer her assistance. She felt this was more of a police matter than one that called for detectives. She also thought Nancy should’ve waited to speak with Howard before promising their services.

      

      When they were in Nancy’s car driving away, Cathy said, “Nancy, why did you mention that we were detectives?”

      “Why not? I think Howard would love us to pursue this case.”

      Mildred said, “Don’t you have to be hired first to conduct an investigation?”

      “Mildred’s got a point, and the police aren’t going to hire us.” Cathy knew how resistant the Oaks Landing police had been when they’d been investigating Doris Grady’s murder at the llama farm. She knew there wouldn’t be much difference with the Fogport officers.

      Nancy made the turn onto Cathy’s great-aunt’s street. “I have a plan. I’ll contact the sister. She might be interested in our assistance.”

      “What makes you think that, and are you checking with Howard about that first?”

      “No, Cathy. I don’t have to check with Howard about every case I wish to follow, and I think Ginny will want our help when I explain how incompetent the police can be.”

      As they pulled up to Madeline’s house, Mildred said, “What if Ginny killed her sister? You don’t even know for sure that she was with a client.”

      “We can verify that.” Nancy parked the car and looked back at Cathy. “Don’t say a word to your great-aunt about this or your grandmother when you call her. It’ll be tough enough to keep it from Pauline, who’ll want to cover the murder in the Buttercup Bugle. Even though it’s not local news, she’s always looking for filler.”

      “You know how I feel about lying, Nancy.”

      “It’s not lying. It’s just keeping certain information to yourself.”

      Cathy got out of the car. “Whatever you say. At least we’re done with wedding planners.”

      “Not necessarily. I’m planning to book Ginny for us. It’ll be like killing two birds with one stone.”

      “As long as we’re not those birds,” Mildred said.
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      Cathy felt odd ringing her great-aunt’s bell. She didn’t know what to expect. But when the door opened, she faced a lady similar in appearance to Florence. Madeline was about her sister’s height with short, curly silver hair. She wore a paisley-printed housedress. Her gray eyes sparkled as she smiled at Cathy. “Hello, there. You must be Catherine. You look just like Florence when she was your age. Please come in and bring your friends.”

      Cathy vaguely remembered Madeline. Her parents’ funeral had been a blur. But meeting her now, she felt welcomed by a family member and not a stranger.

      As they all entered the small ranch, Cathy smelled the scent of chocolate chip cookies. “I just finished baking,” Madeline said leading them into the living room. “I’ll bring out the cookies. You must be hungry from your trip. I can put on tea or coffee if you’d like.”

      Cathy said, “Please don’t bother, Mrs. Mayfair.”

      Madeline’s smile widened. “The name’s Madeline, Aunt Maddie to you. Please don’t use the ‘great.’”

      Nancy stepped forward. “It’s nice to meet you. Thank you for allowing us to stay here tonight. I’m Nancy Meyers, Cathy’s friend from Buttercup Bend. Shall I call you Maddie, too?”

      “Of course.” Madeline glanced at Mildred. “You must be the librarian. I always wanted to be one, but I was a secretary until I retired ten years ago. My husband was a professor at the university. He died too young. Although we’d traveled a lot before that, there were many other places I would’ve enjoyed going with him.” She sighed.

      “Sorry to hear that,” Mildred said. “Life is too short. I lost my husband, too, and my fiancé lost his wife.” She paused and then said, “I’m Mildred. You can call me Millie if you’d like. That’s what Henry calls me.”

      “Millie and Maddie,” Madeline said smiling. “I like that. Let me get the cookies.”

      As she walked toward the kitchen, Nancy said, “She’s sweet. Just like your grandmother.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry I never got to know her.”

      “Now you will, and I have a feeling we’ll be here longer than we anticipated. We have a crime to solve, after all.”

      “I don’t know about you two,” Mildred said, “but I’m leaving tomorrow, even if I have to pay for a taxi or ride share.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Cathy said, staring down Nancy. “We’re going back to Buttercup Bend in the morning and forgetting all about wedding planners and whale-watching tours.”

      Nancy didn’t have time to reply because Maddie was back with the tray of cookies, a white china teapot adorned with roses, matching cups, saucers, and an assortment of tea bags. “Here you go,” she said, setting the tray down on a table in front of the couch. “Have a seat and help yourselves.”

      “Thank you,” Cathy said. She poured some hot water into a cup and added a bag of Earl Grey. “We appreciate you putting us up with such short notice.”

      Nancy grabbed a cookie and took a seat next to Cathy on the couch. Mildred sat on the other end. “Yes, Maddie. That’s kind of you. Is Florence your only sister? Do you see one another often?”

      Maddie shook her head, and a silver curl slipped over her eyebrow. “It’s just the two of us. Our parents are gone many years now. We don’t see one another as often as we should, but we talk on a regular basis. Florence has sent me photos of you, Catherine.” She turned to her great-niece. “And Douglas, Becky, and their baby, too.” She took the chair next to the couch and addressed Nancy, “I heard you and Catherine are detectives. That must be exciting.”

      “It is,” Nancy said. “We’ve solved three murders so far, and there’s another we hope to investigate right here on Long Island.”

      Cathy gave Nancy a warning look, but she ignored it.

      “Really?” Maddie’s gray eyes twinkled again. “Can you investigate murders in other places?”

      “We can and we have,” Nancy said. “Our last investigation was undercover at a llama farm. Mildred helped us with that.”

      Cathy nearly choked on her tea. She said, “Mildred and I were the ones who went undercover, Nancy. You joined us later.”

      “Only because you kept it from me.”

      Maddie waved her hand. Cathy noticed it was misshapen and considered that her great-aunt suffered from arthritis like her grandmother whose spine was affected by the disease. “It’s no matter,” she said, trying to diffuse the situation. “I’m sure you ladies all work well together. I also know you’re engaged to fine young men and that’s why you’re here to see the Hampton wedding planners.”

      “Well,” Nancy said, “that’s true. Unfortunately, one of them was murdered.”

      Maddie gasped. “Oh, my. That’s awful.”

      “It’s Georgia Hampton,” Cathy said. “We found her body on the boat where she works part-time giving whale-watching tours.” Cathy figured the cat was already out of the bag, so she should fill in Maddie.

      “That’s the case Cathy and Nancy are planning to investigate,” Mildred said. “I don’t think Cathy really wants to, and I’m only here for the wedding planning. It’s not my first walk down the aisle, but I’m going along with them because they’re my friends.”

      Nancy said, “Thank you, Mildred, but if we’re hired to investigate Georgia’s murder, we’d like your research skills to help us.”

      Cathy placed her empty teacup on the table. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary since we’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “Please, ladies,” Maddie said, “there’s no rush. You can stay as long as you like. In fact, I’d love to have you. It gives me a chance to get to know my great niece better.”

      “Even if we wanted to, we only have clothes for tonight,” Cathy pointed out.

      Maddie smiled. “Not a problem. My granddaughter, Christine, your second cousin, lives a block away. You and Nancy look about her size. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind your borrowing some clothes. As for Millie,” she turned toward Mildred, “I think she would fit into a few of my outfits.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Nancy said, munching another cookie. “We’ll stay until we can get another wedding planner appointment and are hired to work on Georgia’s case.”

      “If we’re staying, I should let Gran know,” Cathy said.

      Maddie agreed. “Yes, please give Florence a call, and you other ladies might want to contact your fiancés, so they won’t worry. I’ll call Christine and ask her to bring the clothes over.”

      Maddie left the room to make the call. As Cathy took out her cell to contact her grandmother, Nancy and Mildred looked on. Cathy paused. “Aren’t you both making calls, too, as Maddie suggested?”

      “I don’t need to call Brian. He doesn’t keep tabs on me,” Nancy said.

      “Neither does Henry,” Mildred added.

      Cathy sighed and pressed the button for Florence’s contact. The phone was picked up on the second ring.

      “Catherine, is everything okay? How did your appointment with the wedding planner go? I didn’t expect you to call yet. Are you at Madeline’s house already?”

      Cathy hesitated. She didn’t know how much to tell her grandmother, but she knew Florence would notice the change in her voice if she lied.

      “We’re here, but we didn’t see Ms. Hampton. There was a misunderstanding with the appointment.”

      “That’s odd. Did you manage to get another appointment?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Catherine!” Florence’s tone convinced Cathy to tell her the rest.

      “We went to the dock where Georgia gave whale-watching tours when she wasn’t planning weddings. Mildred and I didn’t want to, but Nancy was driving. When we got there, we met one of the tour guides. He took us to Georgia’s boat, and we, uh, we found her dead. She was shot.”

      “Oh, no! Not again. Catherine, how do you keep finding bodies?”

      “Gran, I’m a detective.”

      “I keep forgetting. Are you coming home then?”

      Cathy looked across at Nancy. “Maddie said we could stay longer if we wanted to. Nancy thinks we can still get a wedding planning appointment, and she also believes we’ll be hired to work on this case. The police are already looking into the murder, so I don’t know if that will happen.”

      “Knowing Nancy, I’m sure she’ll find a way to get you hired.”

      “Will you tell Howard?”

      “Only if it comes up. I’m glad you’re spending more time with my sister. I wish I’d asked her to visit us after you moved in with me.”

      “It’s hard when family doesn’t live nearby, Gran. That’s why it’s nice having Doug and Becky next door. By the way, how are Harry, Hermione, and Hobo? Do you mind watching them another day or two?”

      “Of course not, dear. Harry and Hermione are so much fun. I love taking care of those two. They sleep in your room when you’re not here. I know they miss you, but I spoil them, so they don’t notice much. Hobo gets along with them fine.”

      Cathy recalled how the cats ran to her when she returned from the farm six months ago and looked like they’d grown while she was away. No doubt her grandmother had given them special treats and let them play with their favorite toys.

      “Thanks, Gran. Be back soon.” As Cathy ended the call, she doubted those words.
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      They spent the rest of the afternoon chatting. At one point, Maddie brought out a photo album. Cathy enjoyed seeing pictures of her and Florence as children. Nancy pointed out the similarity between Florence’s high school graduation photo and how Cathy looked now. “I told you,” Maddie said, “my sister looks very much like her granddaughter.”

      As they flipped through the album, Maddie told stories from the past. “Florence was always the adventurous one, even though I’m two years older. She used to scare me with ghost tales. I remember one Halloween when she pulled a prank on me with spiders. I’ll never forget that.” She grinned.

      Cathy couldn’t quite see Florence doing the things Maddie mentioned, but she figured it was natural to feel that way about her grandmother, since she hadn’t known her as a young girl.

      “What about my mother?” she asked. “Did you know her?”

      Maddie’s eyes clouded over. “I did. In fact, I watched you once for her when you were a baby. Florence was away on vacation with Bill then.”

      “You were at the funeral.” It wasn’t a question.

      “It was a difficult time.” Maddie closed the album. “I’m not surprised you don’t remember me well. You were just out of the hospital.”

      “Gran speaks of you sometimes, and Doug, too, but those are their memories. I’m glad I’m meeting you now.”

      Maddie smiled. “So am I.” She stood up. “I’ll put this away, but you’re free to look at it whenever you want. Christine is coming soon to bring the clothes. She offered to bring dinner, as well, and I’ll show you your rooms later.”

      “You’re very kind, Maddie,” Nancy said.

      “I wish I’d had a sister,” Mildred added.

      

      Christine showed up at a quarter to five. She had the same honey-brown hair as Cathy but wore it cut shorter and appeared a few years older. In her hands, she held a covered casserole dish that she handed to Maddie as she came in. “It’s a chicken casserole. I hope everyone likes it. I made a second one for Ben and the kids, but I’d like to eat with you to meet my cousin and her friends.”

      “That would be wonderful.” Maddie turned around and introduced her to Cathy, Nancy, and Mildred.

      Cathy had a wonderful time the rest of the evening chatting with Maddie and Christine. Nancy and Mildred also seemed to be having a good time. Christine left at nine, saying she would drop by again the next day with more clothes if they needed them. Cathy said she was sure they wouldn’t be staying that long, but Nancy made a face at that comment.

      After Christine was gone, Maddie said, “It’s been quite a nice day getting to know you all, but I’m sure you’d like to get some rest. I have two guest rooms upstairs. One has two cots. If Cathy and Nancy don’t mind sharing that, Mildred can take the other.”

      Nancy said, “That’s perfect. We often share a room at Florence’s when I stay over.”

      “Let me take you up then.” They followed her up the wide stairway. Cathy noticed Mildred was having a challenging time on the stairs, so she turned back to her and said, “Take your time, Mildred.”

      The first guest room Maddie brought them to was the single one. She’d already placed some of her clothes and Mildred’s overnight case near the bed. The room was wallpapered in a cream color with blue stars. The bedspread was sky blue, and there were cream pillows on it. The bed was a double that faced a window.

      “This is lovely,” Mildred said entering the room behind them. “Thank you so much, Maddie.”

      Maddie smiled. “My pleasure, Millie. Have a good sleep.” She turned back to Cathy and Nancy. “Your room is right across the hall.”

      They followed her to the other guest room. It was painted a rose color with white trim. The pillows had roses on them, as did the blankets on the twin cots. Maddie had left Christine’s clothes on top of the oak bureau for them to choose. Their suitcases were next to the beds.

      “I hope you find everything comfortable. If you need anything, my room is right down the hall.”

      “Thanks so much,” Cathy said.

      “No need to thank me. You’re family, Catherine, and Nancy and Mildred are my guests.”

      After she left, bidding them goodnight, Nancy chose the cot by the door, which Cathy found odd because, when they stayed together, she usually preferred the side of the room by the window in case she needed air during the night.

      “Nance, how come you want that bed? It’s not near the window.”

      “It seems bigger.”

      “They’re the same size.”

      Nancy ignored that comment and walked to her overnight case, took out a nightgown, and said, “I’m pooped, Cathy. I’m going to use the bathroom and get ready for bed.”

      Nancy was a night owl compared to Cathy who always got up early with the cats and to help Florence with the pet rescue center. She figured the drive and the drama of finding the wedding planner dead had exhausted her friend. “Okay. I’ll use it next. I’m calling Steve to let him know I might be staying here another day or so. I’m sure Gran has already filled him in, but I want him to hear it from me.”

      “That’s cool, I guess.” Nancy closed the bathroom door. Cathy heard the water running a few minutes later.

      

      After Cathy called Steve who’d seemed happy to hear from her, although Florence had notified him that Cathy was staying with her sister a little longer than planned, she prepared for bed. Nancy was already curled up in the cot. Cathy didn’t hear snoring, as she usually did when she slept with Nancy, but when she told her she was going to use the bathroom, there was no reply, so she assumed her friend was fast asleep.

      After a quick shower and change into her nightgown, Cathy slipped into her own cot. It took a few minutes for her to fall asleep as her mind kept replaying finding Georgia murdered and then meeting her great-aunt and second cousin. It had been a day of ups and downs for sure.
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      The next morning, Cathy woke to sunlight filtering through the window next to her cot. For a moment, she thought she felt Harry and Hermione on the bed waking her up for their breakfast, but then she remembered she was at Maddie’s house in the guest room she was sharing with Nancy.

      She stretched, put on the slippers she’d taken from her overnight bag, and walked over to Nancy’s cot. She was still sleeping with the covers over her head, but then Cathy realized the blanket wasn’t moving. She put her hand out to touch the mound and felt the soft pillows underneath. Nancy wasn’t there.

      Her first thought was that her friend, having gone to bed early, had ventured downstairs ahead of her. However, on an impulse, she went to the window and looked out at the street. From this side of the house, Nancy’s car would’ve been visible. It wasn’t. Nancy had taken it somewhere.

      Cathy felt anger bubbling up in her. It made sense now. Nancy chose the bed closest to the door for an easy escape. She’d left an outfit from her suitcase on her nightstand instead of placing it in a drawer. She wondered how she got past Maddie and how long ago she’d left. It was already nine a.m. Cathy hadn’t expected to sleep so late, but the cot had been comfortable and the house quiet.

      As she went to the bureau to choose clothes for the day, a knock sounded at her door. She thought it was Nancy, but when she answered it, Mildred stood there in a pair of slightly long blue slacks and a tight plaid shirt she’d obviously borrowed from Maddie.

      “Hi, Mildred.”

      “Cathy, Nancy’s left us. I couldn’t sleep well and, about a half hour ago, I heard footsteps down the hall. I peeked out of my room and saw her. She was dressed and heading downstairs. Then I heard the front door close and her car start a few minutes later. Do you know where she went?”

      Cathy shook her head. “She didn’t say anything to me. I woke up, and there were pillows under her blanket. I noticed her car was missing. Maybe she spoke with Maddie. We should go downstairs and see.”

      Mildred nodded. “Do you want to get dressed first?”

      “Yes. I won’t take long. I’ll meet you down there in fifteen minutes.”

      After Mildred walked out, Cathy took a quick shower and changed. By the time she got downstairs, Maddie and Mildred were at the kitchen table talking and eating breakfast. Maddie stood up when she saw Cathy. “I’ll get another bowl for you. It’s only instant oatmeal. I don’t do much cooking anymore. You can help yourself to coffee. Mugs are by the pot.”

      “Thank you.” Cathy got her coffee and the bowl of oatmeal Maddie passed to her and sat across from Mildred. When Maddie joined them, she asked, “Did Mildred tell you about Nancy? Did you see her leave the house?”

      Maddie smiled. “Yes, Catherine. I can understand the two of you being upset, but Nancy wanted to surprise you. She told me she’s setting up a meeting with Virginia Hampton.”

      Cathy dropped her spoon in her bowl. “What? That poor woman just lost her sister. I’m sure she’s taking time off from her wedding planning business, and I thought we were going to check somewhere closer to Buttercup Bend.”

      “That’s not what Nancy said. She’s pretty set on using the Hampton’s wedding planning services.”

      Mildred looked at Maddie. “That’s because she wants to investigate Georgia’s murder. I’m not a part of Howard’s detective agency like she and Cathy are, so I’d rather not be involved in her plans.”

      “I can understand that,” Cathy said, “I’m hesitant myself, but you were very helpful at the llama farm.”

      “I can see how a librarian’s skills would be useful in a criminal investigation,” Maddie said. “Even if you don’t go along with Nancy, Cathy, I’m glad to have you visit with me. Christine is over often, but I miss Florence. Having guests including my great niece means a lot to me.”

      

      An hour later, after Cathy had helped clean up the breakfast dishes and Mildred was reading the paper where she pointed out the news story about Georgia Hampton’s murder, Nancy came in, her face flushed, her eyes bright. “Ladies, I have news.”

      “It better be good after you disappeared on us,” Cathy said.

      “Sorry about that, but it’s very good. Ginny hired us, but you haven’t heard the best part.”

      “I’m sure you’ll tell us,” Mildred said, putting down the newspaper.

      “We’re booked on a whale-watching tour with Tommy.”

      “What? How does that help us solve Georgia’s murder?”

      “It’ll give us a chance to question him about his co-workers, Cathy, and also meet his boss, Captain Shark.”

      “It’s Sharp, Nancy.”

      “I like “shark” better. It’ll also be fun. I’m including Steve and Brian.” She looked at Mildred. “You can invite Henry, too. I made a reservation for the six of us. Tommy’s giving us a private tour.”

      “Have you told Brian and Steve?” Cathy didn’t think they’d be able to take time off from their jobs to come to Long Island for a whale tour.

      “I called Brian. He asked Leroy for a few days off.”

      “What about Steve? Am I supposed to break the news to him, and when are we going?”

      “You can tell Steve. The tour is the day after tomorrow. I didn’t want to wait so long before the trail gets cold.”

      “So, I assume you have something planned for tomorrow?”

      “Of course. I told you that I managed to get us a wedding planning appointment with Ginny, so you and Mildred can meet her. I want your impressions of the sister. She also promised to share Georgia’s files for the last few months along with any complaints by clients who may not have been pleased with her service.”

      “I guess you’re killing two birds again.”

      Nancy laughed. “That I am, Cat. Multitasking is such fun.”

      Cathy hated handling two tasks at once. “Isn’t Ginny in mourning? She should at least be handling her sister’s funeral.”

      “She’ll take care of that. She seems competent to me. I believe Georgia’s being cremated, but the police are holding on to the body for now while the murder is under investigation. Ginny said they’re having a memorial service on Friday. We should plan on attending.”

      Cathy was hoping to be back in Buttercup Bend before then. “Ginny’s still working? Not taking time off?”

      “She’s rescheduled her appointments and Georgia’s. She’s only speaking with us as a courtesy.”

      “What does Howard make of all this?”

      Nancy was quiet.

      “You’ve told him, haven’t you?”

      “Don’t worry, Cat. I’ll fill him in soon. I promise.”

      Cathy recalled how Nancy hadn’t told Howard about the murder case at the llama farm. She didn’t like to keep cases from their boss at the detective agency who also happened to be her grandmother’s boyfriend, but Nancy had her own agenda.
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      Cathy was still mad at Nancy, and Mildred didn’t seem pleased with her either. She took Cathy aside later that day while Nancy had gone to the bathroom, and said, “I’ll go along with the wedding planning, but I’m not asking Henry to go whale watching. I need to get back to the library.”

      “They’ll survive without you, Mildred, but I’m not sold on the whale watching myself. I’m delaying calling Steve even though Nancy keeps reminding me to do that.”

      Maddie, overhearing their conversation, said, “It sounds like you’re both hesitant about the plans Nancy’s made. May I suggest that you don’t discount them? I’m not being selfish because I want you to stay here as long as possible, although I do. I just think you should enjoy yourselves. Wedding planning can be fun, and a whale-watching tour is quite an adventure.”

      “I know what you mean, Maddie, but it’s the idea that Nancy wants us to investigate the murder that bothers me.”

      Maddie smiled. “But you’re a detective, Cathy, and Millie has helped you before.”

      “Cases take a long time to investigate,” Mildred pointed out. “Cathy and Nancy should find ones closer to Buttercup Bend.”

      “Oaks Landing wasn’t near Buttercup Bend,” Cathy said. “You were the one who got us involved with that.”

      Before Mildred could reply, Nancy was back. “Talking about me?” she asked with a grin.

      Cathy surprised herself by saying, “Yes. While we’re not thrilled that you set up the wedding planner appointment and whale-watching tour, we’ll go.” She winked at Maddie. Mildred kept her mouth shut. Cathy figured she realized she was outnumbered again.

      Christine dropped by around five o’clock with more clothes but, this time, Maddie had cooked dinner with Cathy and Nancy’s help. Neither woman had much cooking experience, but they managed. Mildred, being warned about too many cooks in the kitchen, set the table.

      The rest of the evening passed pleasantly, and Cathy found she was looking forward to more time with her great-aunt and second cousin. Mildred even seemed happy with the company, and Nancy kept the conversation going with her usual inquiring but interesting questions.

      

      In bed that night, Cathy said to Nancy who’d switched back to the cot by the window, “I was mad at you for making plans without consulting me and Mildred. I’m going along with the wedding planning meeting tomorrow. It gives me more time to spend with Maddie and Christine, but I’m not sure about the whale watching trip. I haven’t even spoken to Steve yet.”

      “That’s okay. I think you’ll feel better after we speak with Ginny. If so, Brian is driving down tomorrow night. He’s staying at a hotel not far from here. I’m sure he’ll be happy to give Steve a ride and Henry, too, if Mildred asks him.”

      Cathy wasn’t pleased with this news. If Nancy convinced Brian to join them, it was possible he told Steve. Just as she had that thought, her cell rang. Steve’s name came up on the display.

      “Speak of my fiancé; he’s calling now.”

      Nancy smiled. “Great! I’ll get ready for bed and give you privacy to talk.” She walked into the bathroom.

      “Hi, Honey,” Cathy spoke into her cell.

      “Hi, Cat. I hope you’re doing okay. I had a call from Brian about a whale-watching tour Nancy booked over there. He asked if I would drive him down tomorrow night to join you guys because his car is having some problems. I think he’s calling Henry, too.”

      “Nancy booked that tour, but I’m not sure I want to go. However, I’d love for you to come here. I miss you.”

      “It’s only been a day, but I miss you, too.” Steve paused. “I already told Brian I’d ride with me, but I’m also not sold on the whale-watching tour. I’m not fond of boats because I’m prone to seasickness. I’ll pick up something from the drugstore just in case because I know Nancy will insist on all of us going.”

      “You’re right, Steve. Maddie thinks it will be an adventure for us, but I think she’s saying that because she wants us to investigate the murder.”

      “Murder? What murder?”

      Cathy was sorry she slipped. “We never got to see the wedding planner because they couldn’t find our appointment. Her receptionist said she was on a whale-watching tour. Nancy found the location. We went there and, long story short, we found Georgia Hampton’s body on her boat. The police are investigating, but Nancy spoke with the wedding planner’s sister, Ginny, this morning and arranged an appointment with her tomorrow to discuss our wedding.”

      “Wow!” Steve said. “That puts this in a whole other light. Does Brian know about this?”

      “I don’t know what Nancy told him, but he’s taken off work to come here.”

      “I can get a few days off, too. Although it’s my busy season, a bunch of my clients are on vacation.”

      “Are you sure you want to join us?”

      “Even more now that I think you could be in danger.”

      

      Nancy was glad when Cathy told her that Steve and Henry were coming down with Brian the next night.

      “Perfect!” She smiled. “You guys are going to have a ball on the whale tour.”

      Cathy doubted that but didn’t reply. Instead, she got ready for bed and then turned out the lights.
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      The next day, after a quick breakfast with Maddie, Cathy and Mildred got into Nancy’s car to head to the wedding planner’s office.

      As Nancy drove to Fogport, Cathy asked Mildred, “Have you heard from Henry? Steve called me and said he’s riding here with Brian tonight. He wasn’t thrilled about the idea of the whale-watching tour, but he’ll be joining us.”

      “Yes, Henry called and said the same thing. I’m glad they’re coming, but I still don’t think we should get involved in investigating Georgia Hampton’s murder.”

      As Nancy pulled up to the wedding planner’s office, she said, “I don’t understand you two. You were so helpful at the farm, and you hadn’t even found a body then.”

      “That was different,” Cathy pointed out. “Danielle asked me and Mildred to look into her mother’s suspicious death. You followed us there later.”

      “Well, now I’m asking you to look into Georgia’s murder. Her sister was happy to hire us.”

      “You mean hire you and Cathy,” Mildred said. “I’m not part of your agency.”

      “You should be. You’d make a great detective.”

      “I’m not interested. The only reason I’m going along with this is because I have a few days off from the library. I could be spending it with Henry.”

      “You will be,” Nancy said. “You’ll be whale watching with him tomorrow. Besides, once we speak with Ginny, we should have a good idea about our wedding. I know you wanted to keep it simple, Mildred, but you deserve to have something nice. The three of us do.”

      Cathy said, “I’m keeping an open mind, but I think it’ll be hard to arrange a wedding for three brides. We all have different tastes and ideas about what we want.”

      “Don’t worry, Cat. It’ll work out, and we might just solve a murder at the same time.”

      

      There was a “closed” sign in the window of Georgia and Ginny’s Wedding Services, and the place looked dark.

      “Are you sure Ginny’s here?” Cathy asked as Nancy parked the car. “There aren’t any lights on.”

      “She’s here,” Nancy said, pointing to a red sports car in the space next to them. “She told me to call when I arrived. She doesn’t want anyone to know she’s working today.” Nancy took out her cell phone and tapped it. It was on speaker because Cathy heard it ring. Then she heard a woman’s voice say, “I’ll be right there, Miss Meyers.”

      “It’s Nancy. We agreed to be on first-name terms.”

      “Sorry. That’s right, Nancy. Come in.”

      Nancy ended the call, turned to them, and said, “Let’s go.”

      Cathy and Mildred joined her at the door. A tall blonde woman in her early thirties stood there. She wore a gray and white striped scarf over a white sweater and gray slacks. Switching on a low light, she ushered them in.

      “I apologize about the sign and the lights, but I don’t want anyone to know we’re open. I’m leaving right after our meeting. I have to make the arrangements for my sister.”

      Cathy noticed Ginny’s eyes were red. Her mascara had smudged, and the dark blouse she wore over slacks seemed to be on backwards, but she didn’t feel it was right to say anything about it. The woman was obviously grieving.

      The office manager, Stephanie, wasn’t at the front desk. Ginny walked around it. “Please come to my office. We can talk there.” They followed her down a hall where she opened the second door. Cathy noticed the first door was closed and bore a sign that read, “Georgia Hampton, Wedding Consultant.”

      “Please excuse the mess,” Ginny said, as she took the chair behind her desk that was cluttered with papers. She indicated the three chairs situated around it.

      “No worries,” Nancy said. “It looks like business is booming.”

      “It is this time of the year. The worst time for…” She paused and glanced down. Then she took a breath and exhaled. Lifting her head and looking toward Nancy who’d taken the chair closest to the desk, she said, “I didn’t tell you everything yesterday. I was, well, the police had already spoken with me. I was in shock.”

      “That’s understandable. We were shocked, too, when we discovered your sister.” Nancy turned to Cathy and Mildred. “These are the friends I mentioned, Cathy Carter and Mildred Hastings. Cathy’s with our agency. Mildred’s a librarian, but she was helpful on a previous case. As I mentioned, the three of us are planning a triple wedding.”

      “That can be tricky, but we can discuss it.”

      “Let’s talk about Georgia first. You mentioned we could see her files.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible. I know I promised you, but the police returned after you left and requested them. However, there’s something I didn’t mention to them that I think would interest you.”

      Nancy’s eyes widened. “Anything you can share might benefit our investigation.”

      “I told you that my sister was well-liked. She had more clients than I did, but we split the profits equally. There was one client recently who wasn’t pleased with her service.”

      Cathy watched as Nancy leaned forward. “Go on. Please tell us about that.”

      “The young woman wanted a fall wedding. We usually don’t involve the grooms in a large part of the planning, but in this case, her parents didn’t approve of the match. Instead, her husband, a wealthy man who’d recently immigrated from India, was picking up the tab for the whole affair. His extended family and friends were planning to fly in to attend.”

      “Are you saying that Georgia worked with the groom?” Cathy was curious, despite her reluctance to be involved in the matter.

      “That’s correct.” Ginny picked up a pen on the desk and absently began fiddling with it. “Georgia developed an attraction to Shankar. It was reciprocated because he broke off his engagement.”

      “Oh, no,” Mildred said, “I bet his girlfriend was devastated.”

      Ginny nodded. “She was quite angry. Georgia’s relationship with Shankar didn’t last long, but the damage was done. His fiancée posted terrible reviews online about our wedding service and Georgia.”

      “We’d like her name and contact information,” Nancy said. “She definitely would have a grudge toward your sister.”

      “I can provide that. I looked her up. I figured you’d ask.” Ginny scribbled on a pad, tore out the sheet, and handed it across the desk to Nancy.

      Cathy asked, “What about Shankar? Did he return to India? Did he meet and marry someone else here?”

      “I believe he was ashamed to go home, and he’d already landed a nice position at the hospital. He was a doctor in India, you see. We gave him his money back, of course.”

      “How come you didn’t share this with the police?”

      “I wasn’t thinking at the time. I told you I was in shock. It came back to me later. I could call the officer on the case. His name is Dooley.”

      “No,” Nancy said. “Let us check it out first. He’s probably working on other leads. Is there anyone else you can think of who might have had something against Georgia?”

      Ginny shook her head. “Not really, but I’ll let you know if I think of anybody else. I only met a few people Ginny worked with at Captain Sharp’s once, so I didn’t know them well.”

      “What made your sister decide to give whale-watching tours?” Cathy asked.

      “She started two years ago after she arranged a wedding. As a thank you, in addition to the cost of her services, the groom offered her a free ticket on a whale-watching tour. She loved it, noticed there was an opening for a part-time boat hand, and applied for the job. A few months later, she was trained to give tours.”

      That was the story Tommy shared. “Did you ever take a tour?” Nancy asked.

      “No. I get seasick.”

      Cathy had another question. “Who was the man who gave her the complimentary whale-watching tour ticket?”

      “Why, that was Captain Sharp himself,” Ginny said. “His wedding was, excuse the pun, a splash.”

      Cathy could tell Nancy found that interesting, as did she, but she had another question to ask. She worded it carefully. “How did you and Georgia get along? Did the police ask where you were yesterday?”

      Ginny met her gaze. “Yes, Cathy. The police wanted to know about my appointment with the clients I was meeting. Unfortunately, they cancelled at the last minute. I waited for them at the venue and then left with my apologies to the owners.”

      Nancy picked up on this. “Did you come right back here?” Cathy knew the office manager would then be able to corroborate this, but Ginny shook her head. “I’m afraid not. I didn’t have another appointment for an hour, so I took a break.”

      “Did the police have a problem with that? Did you go anywhere that someone would’ve been able to back up your story?” Mildred’s question addressed Cathy’s thoughts and, likely Nancy’s, too.

      “The police didn’t seem satisfied with my answer. I had taken a drive and then a walk.” She glanced toward Cathy. “As far as my relationship with my sister, it was a good one for the most part. I don’t know if any of you have siblings, but there’s always a bit of tension, especially if you’re in business together.”

      Cathy thought of her brother and how close they were and that they hardly disagreed about anything including how to run their pet business. Their parents’ death had brought them even closer.

      Nancy said, “I’ve been wondering about something else. I hope you don’t mind my asking but, since you’re in the wedding business, how come you’re still single?”

      Cathy saw Ginny hesitate and glance down at her bare ring finger. “I was engaged once a long time ago. I was in my twenties. It didn’t work out.”

      Cathy was surprised that Nancy pressed the issue. “How come?”

      “Georgia started to see him, but that didn’t last either. I realized I was better off without him.”

      “That seems to be a pattern,” Mildred pointed out. “Your sister took men away from other women and then left them.”

      Ginny cast her an angry look. “I’m done answering questions. Let’s move on to your wedding, please.”

      “That wasn’t a question,” Mildred said, but Nancy jumped in. “Yes. Let’s drop this for now.”

      Ginny cleared her throat and shuffled the papers on her desk. “Okay then. Let’s start with your time frame. How much time do you have before the special day?”

      “As soon as possible,” Nancy said. “We’ve already been engaged six months. The only reason we’re starting now is that I was waiting for Cathy and Mildred to get their acts together. I thought working with you would give them that push.”

      Mildred said, “I’d also like to get started soon. Henry was hoping to find a new place for us to live together once we get married, but I think he’ll move into my house until we find one.” She turned to Nancy. “You can stay downstairs until then. If you and Brian are interested in the house once we find another place, I’ll make you a good deal.”

      “I appreciate that, Mildred.” Nancy looked at Cathy. “What about you, Cat? Are you and Steve staying with your grandmother? I know you want to live near your pet rescue center.”

      Cathy had considered that. “I think we’ll stay with Gran initially, but I’m not in a rush to get married. Steve and I have talked about finding our own house, and Gran suggested we have one built on the land near our second rescue center. That will take nearly a year.”

      Before Nancy could object to a delay in their arrangements, Ginny said, “A year isn’t that long. Wedding venues fill up fast. We might be able to manage a wedding next June for the three of you.”

      “We don’t need a venue,” Nancy said. “Cathy has plenty of space in Rainbow Gardens, and her fiancé is a gardener. He’ll take care of the flowers.”

      “Are you kidding, Nance?” Cathy couldn’t believe that her friend, who kept saying she wanted a fancy wedding, would consider her pet cemetery as a location. “I know Steve would like that idea, but I don’t. Gran wants us to use the house but that would limit the number of guests we could invite.

      “Henry and I won’t be inviting many people,” Mildred said. “Unfortunately, at our age, most of our relatives and friends are dead.”

      “But your co-workers at the library would want to come,” Nancy pointed out.

      Ginny said, “Look, you ladies need to discuss this among yourselves. For now, I’ll check into venues. I know you’re not from around here, so I’ll see if I can find something closer to Buttercup Bend. We might get lucky if a wedding is cancelled or rescheduled before next summer. Give me a week, and I’ll get back to you. If a venue opens up, you can visit the place and make a deposit. Then we’ll start talking wedding gowns, tuxedos, flowers, cakes, and all the other necessities.” She stood up. “Now let me go, so I can take care of my sister’s memorial.”

      The three rose from their chairs. Cathy said, “Thank you for seeing us. I know it’s a difficult time for you.”

      Nancy said, “You have my cell. Call me when you find something. We’re staying nearby at Cathy’s great-aunt’s house until the weekend, and we’d also like to attend the memorial. Please text me the details.”

      “I will. Thank you.” Ginny walked to the door and opened it.

      “I’ll also be in touch with you about the investigation,” Nancy added, as she stepped into the hall.

      Mildred, the last one out, said, “My sympathies on your loss. I didn’t know your sister, but I’m sure it was a shock. I hope Cathy and Nancy can catch the killer.”

      “So do I,” Ginny said. Cathy wondered why the statement sounded false off her lips.
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      “Okay, ladies,” Nancy said once they were back in her car. “We’re off to see the jilted bride.” She passed Cathy the address for Tina Farrell. It was on the way back to Maddie’s house.

      “Are you sure we should do this today?”

      “Why not, Cathy? The sooner we rule people out, the quicker we’ll catch Georgia’s killer. Attending the Memorial will also help. I wasn’t all that convinced of Ginny’s innocence, especially when she has no alibi for where she was at the time of her sister’s murder.”

      Cathy agreed, but she kept silent as Nancy started the engine. Mildred said, “I’ll go along now, but I hope you don’t lead us anywhere else. I’m meeting Henry for dinner tonight when he gets in from Buttercup Bend.”

      “I also want to see Steve when he arrives,” Cathy added.

      Nancy said, “Don’t worry. There’ll be plenty of time for all of us to meet our boyfriends for some hoochie coochie. We’ll also be seeing them tomorrow on our whale-watching tour.”

      “Why do you have such a dirty mind?” Cathy asked.

      Nancy, who’d held out for Brian until he proposed but not a second longer, said, “Excuse me if I’m not a prude, like you.”

      “My personal life is private.” Cathy hadn’t shared with her friend her first physical experience with Steve because she knew how it would be spread all over Buttercup Bend like the news she covered for Pauline, the editor of the town’s paper.

      Mildred said, “At my age, hoochie coochie trumps solving murders anytime.” Cathy had the impression that, despite that comment, Mildred was as interested in the case as she and Nancy were.

      Cathy, still hurt from Nancy’s remark about her being a prude, retaliated by asking, “So have you spoken with Howard about this yet?”

      “What makes you think I haven’t?”

      “Answer the question, Nance.”

      “I’m planning to call him once we get back from seeing Miss Farrell.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mildred said. “I thought Howard was your boss. Don’t you have to run all the cases by him when people hire you?”

      “Each of us are detectives. Even though Howard’s name is first in our agency’s title, it doesn’t mean he’s in charge. In fact, I’ve solved more cases than he has.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true, Nancy, but he still deserves to know.” Cathy watched Nancy turn onto Tina Farrell’s street. The GPS directed her to a green house on the left.

      “Thank goodness we’re here,” Nancy said. “I’m sick of arguing with you, Cat. I’ll tell him in good time, or you can if you want. Right now, let’s see this woman and what she has to say about where she was at the time of the murder.”

      The three got out of the car and approached the house. Like Nancy, Ms. Farrell rented a downstairs apartment. There was a separate entrance. Nancy tapped on a white door down three steps with the name “Farrell” next to it.

      When there was no answer right away, Cathy said, “Try the buzzer.”

      Nancy pressed the button, and a voice came through an intercom. “Shankar, if that’s you, I’m calling the police.”

      Mildred said, “That’s weird. You better let her know we’re not her ex.”

      Nancy spoke into the intercom, “It’s not Shankar. We’re with the Hunt, Meyers, and Carter Detective Agency.”

      There was silence followed a minute later by footsteps at the door. A young woman in her mid-twenties opened it. Her curly red hair was a shade darker than Nancy’s. Her hazel eyes surveyed them. “Are you here about my restraining order?”

      Nancy said, “No. We’re here about Georgia Hampton’s murder.”

      Cathy watched a shadow cross the woman’s face as she swore softly. “If Georgia was killed, she deserved it, but she did me a service by stealing that creep Shankar away from me. Ever since she broke up with him, he’s been begging to get back together. He sends me stuff. He stalks me. I had to file a restraining order. I have another boyfriend now. I want nothing to do with him. My mother thinks I’m crazy to give up the money, but I want someone who’ll make me happy and not cheat on me.”

      “We’re sorry to hear that,” Nancy said. “May we come in? We have some questions to ask you about Ms. Hampton.”

      “I have nothing to say about her.”

      “It will only take a minute.”

      Tina paused, considering Nancy’s request, and then opened the door to admit them. “Come in but be quiet. Raff is still sleeping. Your buzzer didn’t wake him. He’d sleep through a hurricane.”

      As Nancy stepped into the foyer, she asked, “Is Raff your boyfriend?”

      “You’re sharp for a detective.” Tina laughed. It was meant to be sarcastic. “His full name is Raphael Wright. He’s an artist.”

      Cathy noticed a few paintings on the stairway wall. They featured seascapes, lighthouses, beaches, and sailboats. “Did he paint those? They’re very good.”

      “There are more downstairs, but let’s talk here. I’m sorry we’ll have to stand. You said it would be quick.”

      Nancy nodded. “Yes. We just want to know where you were yesterday around 10:30 a.m.?”

      Tina’s green eyes narrowed. “Why are you asking me this and not the police? Aren’t they handling the case?”

      “Ginny didn’t share your story with them. She forgot,” Cathy explained. “She also hired us to find her sister’s murderer.”

      “Oh, she did, did she? That’s cool considering they never got along.”

      “She told us that they had their differences, but nothing that siblings don’t experience.”

      Tina glanced at Nancy. “From what I could tell, they hated one another. I’m surprised they opened a business together, but then their dislike may have started when Georgia stole Ginny’s fiancé. Did she tell you about that?”

      “Yes,” Nancy replied, “but she said she was better off. She felt like you do.”

      “Hmm. I doubt that.” Tina gazed at one of her boyfriend’s paintings, the one of a beach scene with dark clouds gathering on the horizon. It was the only one that Cathy thought looked menacing. The others were placid pastels.

      “Getting back to where you were yesterday,” Nancy probed.

      “She was with me,” said a voice from downstairs. They all looked toward the stairway to see a bearded man in a robe on the lower step.

      “Raff. I’m sorry we woke you. These are detectives investigating Georgia Hampton’s murder.”

      “Georgia?” He wiped a hand across his brow, sending a lock of dark hair away from his eyes. “Georgia’s dead?”

      Tina smiled. “Isn’t that great news? I wish Shankar was, too, but karma doesn’t always comply.”

      “Did you know Georgia?” Nancy asked.

      Raff tightened the belt around his robe. He ignored Nancy’s question and addressed Tina. “Why don’t you invite the detectives down, and we can talk to them over coffee?”

      “They said they only had a few questions, Raff. Let’s go back to bed instead.”

      “It’s nearly ten, Tina. I want to paint. I hate sleeping late.”

      Cathy didn’t think Tina was talking about sleeping, and she caught the fact that Raff had something he wanted to say about Georgia, but Nancy turned around. “It’s okay. We’re sorry we intruded. If you think of anything that might help us, please call or text me.” She handed Tina the business card to their detective agency.

      As she took it, Raff asked, “How did Georgia die?”

      “She was shot,” Nancy said. “On her boat at the whaling tour center. We’re going there tomorrow to speak to her boss and co-workers.”

      “Does Shankar know?”

      Raff’s question took Cathy by surprise. “Why do you ask?”

      Tina answered for her boyfriend. “Shankar was as hung up on Georgia as he was on me.”

      Nancy said, “Ginny didn’t say anything about that to us. Was he stalking her, too?”

      Tina nodded. “When I went to the police to file the restraining order, Georgia was there reporting Shankar. It was quite embarrassing.”

      “Did she also file a restraining order?” Nancy wanted to know. So did Cathy. Tina shook her head. “No. She said she just wanted to report his behavior, but it helped me get one.”

      Mildred, who’d been looking at the paintings on the stairway, said, “Do you know where we can find Shankar?”

      Cathy was surprised she suggested this because she’d made it clear to Nancy she wanted to go back to Maddie’s house to get ready for Henry’s arrival.

      “You can find him at the hospital. I’m not sure he’ll speak with you. If that’s all you want with me, let me see you out.” Tina turned and walked to the door. As they followed, Cathy glanced back downstairs and noticed Raff was no longer there.
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      Back in Nancy’s car, Cathy said to Mildred, “I thought you were eager to get back to Maddie’s house to prepare for meeting Henry tonight.”

      Mildred checked her watch. “There’s enough time for that.”

      “Great! You can come with us to speak with Shankar,” Nancy said. “Doesn’t he sound like a creep?”

      “He’s a doctor,” Cathy reminded her.

      “I wouldn’t want to be his patient.”

      Chester Hospital was ten minutes away from Fogport. Nancy parked in the visitor’s lot. “We’re here. C’mon, ladies. Disembark.”

      Cathy followed Mildred out of the car. They walked toward the white building as an ambulance sped up to the emergency entrance. “I hate hospitals.” Nancy made a face. Cathy secretly agreed. She recalled the time she spent in one recovering from the accident that had claimed the lives of her parents.

      Mildred said, “I’m not a fan either, but they do serve a purpose.”

      Stepping into the waiting area, Cathy saw people sitting and others standing. A few were gathered by the information desk. They all wore nervous expressions, waiting for news of a loved one.

      When the line at the desk cleared, Nancy asked the woman there if Dr. Shah was on duty.

      “Yes, he is. Do you have an appointment with him today?” She glanced over at Cathy and Mildred.

      “No, uh. We just need a word with him. Does he have a break coming up?”

      The woman glanced at her computer. “He has a pretty tight schedule today. You should call his office and make an appointment.”

      Nancy took out another business card and passed it to her. “We’re detectives. I think he’ll see us without an appointment.”

      The woman’s face changed as she read the card. “Of course. Give me a minute. I’ll speak with his nurse. I’m sure he can fit you in. He’s between surgeries now.”

      As the woman left the desk, Nancy turned to Cathy. “I love the way our business cards open doors.”

      “I wonder what type of surgeon Dr. Shah is,” Mildred said.

      Her question hung in the air as a tall blond man in green scrubs approached them a few minutes later.

      “I’m told you ladies are looking for me.”

      Cathy was surprised. She didn’t expect Shankar to look like Steve. She pictured a dark-haired, dark-skinned man.

      Nancy stepped forward. “Yes. My name is Nancy Meyers. I’m one of the detectives at the Hunt, Meyers, and Carter Detective Agency.” She turned to Cathy. “This is my associate, Cathy Carter. Then she glanced at Mildred. “Ms. Hastings is a friend.”

      “Nice to meet you all. Care to join me in the lounge?”

      Cathy couldn’t help staring. The man seemed charming and not a stalker, but maybe that was part of his persona.

      Catching her eyeing him, Shankar said, “Many people are taken aback by my appearance. My mother is Swedish. My father died when I was young, and she remarried a gentleman from India. He adopted me and gave me his name. I changed my first name, too. We lived in India for many years.”

      Nancy said, “That’s interesting, and, yes, we’ll be happy to join you in the lounge.”

      They followed Shankar down the hall to a room with swivel chairs, a couch, TV, dim lighting, and a coffee bar. As he opened the door for them, he said, “This is our staff lounge, but we also bring guests in here when necessary.” Cathy figured that would be for breaking bad news gently. The place had a soothing effect with low piano music playing and furnishings in gray and pink with cream walls. It was a contrast to the hospital’s sickly green corridors.

      “Please have a seat. We’re in luck that we can be private. This room gets crowded.”

      Nancy headed for the couch. The three of them sat on it. Shankar remained standing. “I really don’t have much time, but I’m going to grab a quick coffee. Would any of you like anything?”

      It was close to lunchtime, and Cathy’s stomach was beginning to growl, but she was afraid to ask for food. Nancy, on the other hand, said, “I see they have sandwiches. We haven’t had lunch yet.”

      He smiled. “Then please come up and choose what you want. It’s on me.”

      Cathy couldn’t believe how wrong her initial impression of him had been based on what she’d been told by Tina, but she had to keep an open mind. She followed Nancy to the counter. Mildred said she only wanted coffee. She was saving up for dinner with Henry.

      After choosing their sandwiches, Cathy and Nancy returned to the couch. Shankar handed Mildred her coffee that he’d prepared the way she asked and then sat across from them sipping his own.

      “So, what can I do for you, detectives? I mean, detectives and friend.” He looked them over through his blue eyes. Cathy felt him size her up. He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      Nancy bit into her ham and cheese sandwich and swallowed. Wiping her mouth with a napkin, she said, “Are you aware that Georgia Hampton was murdered yesterday?”

      Shankar lowered his gaze to the beige carpet. When he looked up, his expression was neutral. “I’m afraid not.”

      Cathy wondered if his reaction was one that he commonly used when hearing of a death. As a doctor, it would serve him well. She said, “You dated her once, after you broke up with Tina Farrell.”

      He gulped down a swig of coffee. “You’re correct. I made a big mistake. I thought I was in love with Tina, but when I worked with Georgia planning the wedding…” He waved his large hands in the air. Cathy again wondered what surgeries he performed. “Well,” he continued, “I fell in love with her, but she broke it off.”

      “Do you know why?” Mildred asked. Cathy realized she wanted to be included in this questioning.

      He looked toward Mildred as he answered. “I believe she found someone else.”

      “What about Tina?” Nancy asked. “We spoke with her, and she said you’ve been stalking her. She even has a restraining order against you.”

      Cathy caught a bit of anger that flashed through Shankar’s blue eyes darkening them. “That’s true. I’ve tried to reconcile with her. She took it the wrong way.”

      “That’s odd,” Cathy said, “because Tina also told us that Georgia had gone to the police about you pursuing her.”

      Shankar shrugged and gave a short laugh. “I wouldn’t listen to anything Tina says. She’s still not over my leaving her for Georgia.”

      “It seemed to us that she was,” Nancy said putting aside her empty plastic sandwich container. “When we visited, her boyfriend was there.”

      Shankar quirked an eyebrow. “That doesn’t mean anything. He was her rebound to get back at me.” He drank the rest of his coffee quick and stood up. “Thank you for coming by, ladies, but I must get back to work now. Good luck with your murder investigation.”

      Nancy said, “Thank you for seeing us and for lunch.”

      

      When they were back in Nancy’s car, she said, “That was a productive meeting. We learned that Georgia left Shankar for another man. We need to ask Ginny about that.”

      “Do you believe him?” Cathy asked. “He also denied stalking Tina and Georgia.”

      “I’m not making any decisions until I know more.” Nancy looked toward Cathy next to her in the front seat. “I guess we should go back to Maddie’s place to get ready for tonight.”

      Cathy was thinking of what Shankar told them. Something seemed wrong. It was then that Nancy’s cell phone buzzed. “Excuse me, ladies. Let me answer this.” She answered the call. “Nancy Meyers.” It seemed she didn’t recognize the caller.

      “Oh! Really? That’s great.” Nancy smiled. “Let me put this on speaker, Ginny. Cathy and Mildred are with me.”

      Cathy heard the wedding planner’s voice from the other side of the cell phone. “I’ll repeat what I said. You’re in luck that there was a cancellation in September for a wedding at Waterside Gardens. Are any of you familiar with that venue?”

      When no one replied, Nancy said, “No. Is it near Buttercup Bend?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s here on Long Island, but it’s lovely. It features a lake, gazebo, beautiful gardens, and a restaurant where I can book the reception. But I’ll need a deposit tomorrow. I can give you the address for you to meet me there to look over the place. Bring your fiancés if you want.”

      “Uh,” Nancy paused. “Can we do it later in the week? We have an appointment tomorrow.” Cathy knew she was thinking of the whale-watching tour with Tommy.

      “Sorry, Nancy. We have a wait list for this venue.”

      Nancy sighed. “All right. Can we come early or tomorrow night?” Cathy recalled that the whale-watching tour started at noon and ran for four hours.

      “The only availability I have during that timeframe is 9 a.m.”

      “That’ll work. Thank you, Ginny. But can we arrange everything in three months?”

      “If you like the place, I can make that happen. See you tomorrow. I’ll text the address and directions to you.”
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      As Nancy started the car, Cathy said, “I don’t like the idea of visiting this venue Ginny found for us tomorrow. It’ll be too far for our wedding guests to attend.”

      “I don’t think so.” Nancy clicked her phone into place in her dashboard’s holder and began tapping in Maddie’s address. “Everyone will enjoy a weekend on Long Island. I’m sure Maddie will host your grandmother at her house along with us. They’ll be able to catch up with one another. As for the other guests, there are a lot of nice hotels on Long Island. We could get a group rate for them.”

      Mildred said, “I think Cathy’s right. We should look closer to home.”

      Nancy started her car. “Before you both make up your mind to nix this place, I already agreed to meet Ginny there tomorrow. The guys will be here tonight, so it’s perfect timing. Let’s see what they think.” Neither Cathy nor Mildred replied. They knew it was senseless to argue with Nancy, and she had a point about seeking the men’s opinions.

      

      When Nancy told Maddie about their plans to visit Waterside Gardens, she said, “How wonderful! I used to go there with my husband. Even before that, my parents used to take me and Florence there.”

      Cathy was shocked. “Gran has been there? How long has the place been open?”

      “It’s changed owners a few times, but the gardens opened in the early 1900s. They didn’t always have weddings there. I’m not sure when they started that, but it’s a beautiful place. You’ll love it.”

      “It sounds nice, but it’s a drive from Buttercup Bend.”

      “I already told you, Cat, that everyone can make it a weekend. A lot of people don’t like driving home from weddings because they drink or are too tired, so I think this will work out well.”

      Maddie smiled. “I agree with Nancy. Once you make your decision, if you choose that as your wedding venue, I’ll be happy to have Florence stay here with the three of you. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen one another.”

      Nancy turned to Cathy and winked. “See? I told you.”

      

      Later that day, Cathy’s cell phone buzzed. She’d received a text from Steve. “The guys are here,” she told Nancy and Mildred. They were sitting outside on Maddie’s porch sipping fresh-squeezed lemonade her great-aunt had served them.

      “Cool!” Nancy said. “Find out what hotel they’re at. We can go over and meet them.”

      Maddie, stepping outside with a tray of cookies, said, “Have them come here. They can eat dinner with us. I’d love to meet them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course, Catherine. I was thinking of barbecuing tonight. I have plenty of burgers and hot dogs.”

      Nancy smiled. “That sounds great. Brian loves to barbecue. He’ll be happy to help you.”

      “Henry barbecues also,” Mildred added. Cathy didn’t offer Steve’s help because she wasn’t sure how experienced he was around a grill. She texted him back Maddie’s suggestion, and his answer was quick.

      “They’re all up for it, Maddie. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.”

      

      The men arrived together in Steve’s car. Cathy made the introductions, and Maddie invited them out on the patio where the burgers, hot dogs, buns, and condiments had been placed on a picnic table.

      “It’s nice back here,” Steve commented, glancing around at the deck chairs, a tree swing that swayed gently in the late afternoon breeze, and two rockers. Nancy had helped Maddie bring folding chairs to accompany them all, and Cathy had helped her string up the outdoor lights.

      “Thank you,” Maddie said. “When the kids were small, we had a lot of barbecues. They invited their friends. Those parties lasted quite late.”

      “How many children do you have?” Cathy asked.

      “Two, a son and a daughter. Christine is my daughter’s child. Her parents moved out of state, but she chose to stay here. My son never married but has a nice job in California.”

      “That’s interesting,” Nancy said, “but I’m starving. We can chat later. Let’s get the barbecue going. Guys, can you give Maddie a hand?”

      Brian, at Nancy’s side, took a short bow and said, “Chef Fitzcullins at your service. I’ve never burned a burger or charred a hot dog.”

      Henry joined him at the barbecue. “I also have expertise grilling. My late wife wasn’t much of a cook.” He winked at Mildred.

      Cathy was surprised when Steve joined them. “My specialty is flipping. It’s all in the wrist. Have a seat and continue chatting with the ladies, Ms. Mayfair, while us guys take care of the dinner you were kind enough to invite us to join you at.”

      Maddie smiled. “Thank you all, and please call me Maddie.”

      

      After the men finished barbecuing, Cathy had to revise her opinion about too many cooks in the kitchen. Steve, Brian, and Henry worked well together and didn’t get in each other’s way. The result was plates of delicious and well-cooked meats. Christine also dropped by, not to bring more clothes this time, but a scrumptious apple pie she’d baked with her kids that Maddie added scoops of vanilla ice cream to that melted on the warm pie. Everyone dug in, and there wasn’t a piece left.

      As they sat on the patio digesting their food, Nancy mentioned the appointment at Waterside Gardens. The men seemed interested. “I know of that place,” Steve said. “I visited once when I first became a gardener. It gave me a lot of inspiration.” This was a fact Cathy hadn’t known.

      “It is somewhat far,” Henry said. “But, as Nancy pointed out, our guests will probably enjoy a weekend on Long Island.”

      Brian was the only one who wasn’t happy with the idea. “It’s not the distance so much, but the cost. I know we’re all splitting the wedding expenses, but putting people up in a hotel could be expensive.”

      “Not necessarily,” Maddie said, “You should be able to get a group rate, and your guests wouldn’t expect you to pay their way. I’m also happy to host the ladies and my sister right here.”
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