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        A Seaside Wedding. A Dream Catering Gig. A Dead Body?!

      

        

      
        Scarlett swore this last-minute wedding job would put The Cozy Café on the map—but she never expected murder to be on the menu!

      

        

      
        With her sisters by her side, Scarlett finds herself tangled in a whodunit filled with secrets, scandals, and suspects who refuse to talk. Even the sheriff struggles to crack the case, and the fear of another murder lingers over the picture-perfect coastal town.

      

        

      
        Money, family feuds, and hidden motives complicate the investigation, and to make matters worse, a close friend is keeping secrets. Can Scarlett untangle the lies before the killer strikes again?

        Meanwhile, George the cat is not thrilled about an unexpected guest—and he’s making his opinion loud and clear!

      

        

      
        The Cozy Café Mysteries serve up charming small-town sleuthing, family drama, and a dash of humor—with a delicious sweet treat recipe in every book!

      

        

      
        Perfect for fans of culinary cozy mysteries, amateur sleuths, and whiskers with attitude!

      

        

      
        The Cozy Café Series:

        Sweet Saboteur

        Candy Corruption

        Mocha Mayhem

        Berry Betrayal

        Deadly Desserts

      

      

      
        
        "I love Scarlett!! So many lies, twists, and turns that made this my favorite book in this series. Anxiously awaiting book 4." ~ Renee

      

        

      
        Join my new release mailing list and pick up a free recipe book!
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      Scarlett’s anxiety spiked as a second sugar rose slipped from her fingers to smash into fragments on the tiled floor. This cake had taken three days to make, and if she didn’t fix her mistake ASAP, the bride wouldn’t be cutting anything that looked halfway decent.

      Her hometown of Cozy Hollow might not be at the forefront of sophistication, but it had everything a person needed and good old-fashioned manners in bucket loads. Twenty miles inland and south, at Harmony Beach, things were a little different. People had money and liked everyone to know about it.

      The Turners were no exception. Nothing was too good for their little girl, Lexie. If the original company they’d hired to cater for the event hadn’t pulled out, Scarlett and her sisters wouldn’t have had the opportunity to help with the food or make the cake. This fact was pointed out many times.

      Positive feedback from catering for the prestigious Turner/Wood wedding would undoubtedly put The Cozy Café on the map, so Scarlett took the digs at her ability with as much good grace as she could muster. The café was her passion, and therefore she would handle being talked down to for one more day.

      While she managed not to drop the next rose, the family chef came into his massive pantry to check on things as he’d done repeatedly since Scarlett and her two sisters arrived that morning.

      “Aren’t you finished with that yet?” The butler startled her.

      “Just about. Do you think they’ll like it?”

      He looked down his nose and walked around the table. “It’s acceptable.”

      Scarlett pressed her lips together to keep a dose of sarcasm from escaping, but had to say something. “I just need a few more minutes to add the finishing touches.”

      Though he seemed to want to add something which wasn’t likely to be praise, he stalked out. Taking a deep breath and forcing herself to concentrate on the cake rather than the hundred other things that needed doing, Scarlett managed to get the last roses in place. She stood back and wiped her hands as someone else came through the door.

      “That looks fantastic! And you look pretty cute, with that icing on your cheek.”

      Grinning, she wiped the offending mess with a corner of her starched white apron. “You don’t look so shabby yourself.”

      He preened, pulling at his waistcoat, which was very snug. “I’ll take that.” Sam Drake, the paramedic based in Cozy Hollow, was also part of the bridal party.

      “Since you’re his best man, shouldn’t you be with the groom?”

      He shrugged. “Chad’s got his brother there. They’re having a moment.”

      “And you don’t do moments?” she teased.

      “I wouldn’t say that.” Sam came closer and took her hands. “I’m still hoping for a moment or two with you.”

      She shook her hands free. “Shhh. Not here. I’m working, unlike you.”

      “One day, there will be a right time. Maybe after you’ve finished for the evening, we could meet up for a bit?”

      He looked a little desperate, and Scarlett was flattered. Dating for a few months, they found it hard to factor in time together when Scarlett lived with her sisters, and Sam always seemed to be working or on call.

      “It’s going to be a long day in the kitchen, and you’ve got your best man duties. They may last quite a while longer than the food.” 

      He frowned. “A man could be forgiven for thinking you’d changed your mind about dating me.”

      “That man would be silly. I haven’t,” she promised, leaning in to kiss his cheek. He turned quickly and snuck a peck on the lips. “Sam!”

      “What? I’m a paramedic. It’s my job to check that you’re breathing okay.”

      Scarlett snorted. Her heart had already done several twirls at the sight of him in his navy suit and tie. Adding the crisp white shirt and paisley waistcoat—Sam was definitely swoon-worthy. Still, as much as she enjoyed it, she wouldn’t be able to concentrate if he was going to flirt with her all night.

      “When you lovebirds are done, can you check the tables, Scarlett?” Olivia Greene stood in the doorway, a broad smile on her face. 

      Asked to do the wedding a few weeks ago, they’d also roped in their mom’s sister to help.

      “I’ll be there in a minute. Sam’s helping me put the cake somewhere safe.”

      Scarlett’s youngest sister, Ruby, peered over Olivia’s shoulder and giggled. “Sure, that’s the only reason he’s here.”

      A tall woman came up behind Ruby, towering over her. Since Ruby was rather short, this wasn’t hard. 

      “I trust everything is going to plan?” Mrs. Turner was a perfectionist and very loud about it. 

      Poor Ruby jumped, while Scarlett somehow managed to keep a straight face.

      “It is.” With a surprisingly steady hand, considering her audience, she slipped the last few flowers into place with a flourish. “The cake’s finished. Where would you like me to put it?”

      Mrs. Turner pointed behind her. “There’s the kitchen office in the opposite corner. Chef won’t mind.”

      Scarlett imagined that it was too bad if he did because Mrs. Turner had spoken, and she hadn’t seen one person attempt to disagree with the woman.

      The others moved back into the kitchen to let Scarlett and Sam pass, carefully wheeling the cake into the office. Scarlett noticed a door to the outside. This would make getting it into the large tent easier than through the kitchen doors, which the waiters would be using.  

      When they returned, Mrs. Turner glared at them as though they had dawdled.

      “The guests will be arriving any minute. Are the tables set?” 

      Scarlett nodded. “Yes. And your chef and I have the food organized. We’ll bring out the canapés whenever you like.”

      “Just have them ready. My staff will do the waiting. As I’ve explained, they’re the professionals. Sam, I’m sure that Chad needs your services.”

      “Sure, thing. I’ll be on my way back to Chad once I’ve checked on the groomsman.”

      Seemingly unfazed by the command, Sam weathered the down-the-nose glare expertly. Scarlett also noticed that the chef kept himself busy with the roast meats he was cooking and didn’t join the conversation. Not that she blamed him. In the short time, she’d known Mrs. Turner, Scarlett could appreciate that the less said, the better the outcome.

      An extended counter ran down the kitchen’s length, narrowing the walkway, but necessary for when it came time to set up the entrée, mains, and then dessert.

      “Good luck, and I’ll see you later,” Sam waved as he followed Chad’s mother-in-law to be down the hall leading to the central part of the house.

      Scarlett joined Olivia and Ruby in the main tent, where their middle sister, Violet, made last-minute adjustments to the cutlery and checked glassware.

      “Top job, Vi. The settings look exactly the same as the diagram we were given.”

      “Thank goodness.” Violet rolled her eyes. “Mrs. Turner’s been through here countless times and always finds something to fix.”

      Scarlett shrugged. “Well, she’s paying for it. I guess she has a right.”

      ‘Hah! As if anyone checks that their knife and fork is so many inches from the end of the table.”

      “Maybe not in our circles, but it is a thing elsewhere. Obviously, this is elsewhere,” Scarlett teased.

      Her sister had no comeback, which was rare.

      “Since it’s we’re done in here, can everyone help me lay out the canapés on trays, please? I’m not sure where we’ll find room to put them, but if the timing’s right they’ll go out as soon as we plate them.”

      “Of course.” Olivia had been on her feet for the same amount of time and her stamina hadn’t waned. In her fifties, she was excited by the day and eager to take on any job asked of her.

      Scarlett was very proud of her family and the way they’d risen to the challenge. It was a huge undertaking, no matter that there was other staff to share the burden. The last caterers undoubtedly had more experience with this kind of function, while she, her aunt and sisters, had none. 

      On their way back to the kitchen, Scarlett stopped to address a young waiter. “Tony, could you please check all the lower floor bathrooms to ensure the toilet tissue is plentiful and the baskets with hand towels are full?”

      Unsure why Mrs. Turner thought this sort of management was part of the caterer’s job; she suspected the woman had lost even more staff recently. Scarlett was pretty sure she knew the reason why.

      He saluted with a cheeky twinkle in his eye. “At once, ma’am.” 

      As he raced off, a couple arrived at the tent opening. They took in the interior, then walked toward the flower-draped wedding arch. Seating was arranged in a half-circle facing this and the water. Beyond this was a small dock with steps leading down to the beach.

      Scarlett turned to her team. “Quick, they’re early, but we still need to offer them refreshments.”

      They hurried into the kitchen, where another waiter was opening wine.

      “Leo, some guests have arrived. They’re out by the arch.”

      “I’ll attend to them now,” he said stiffly.

      As the head waiter, he didn’t appreciate any suggestions Scarlett made and didn’t bother to hide it, unlike the chef who was somewhat grateful for their help and appeared to be trying not to resent them too much.

      “Perfect. We’ll bring some canapés out for your team to hand out shortly.”

      Nose in the air, Leo draped a white cloth carefully over his arm and took a tray loaded with half-filled glasses of champagne and wine outside.

      Scarlett refused to let him bother her. It wasn’t her fault that the caterers pulled out of the wedding, or that no one else would consider helping on such short notice. Leo and his staff should be grateful and want to work together. If they didn’t, Mrs. Turner would have something to say.

      Scarlett found the designated trays in the large pantry, while her sisters and aunt took out containers from the walk-in refrigerator. They placed bite-sized blini with cream fraise, salmon, and a sprig of dill on each tray. After a touch of seasoning, she added tiny pastries with feta, salsa, and beetroot and tomato. Small meatballs on cocktail sticks and shrimps on crostini plus two small pots of her special sauces filled the last spaces. Lastly, she garnished them with parsley and edible flowers.

      “I’ll take the first one out to show Mrs. Turner. Can you make more of the same?”

      The others nodded, and Scarlett went into the house, carefully balancing the tray, so nothing moved. 

      Raised voices came from the sitting room where Scarlett’s interview and subsequent meetings had been conducted. She hesitated. Should she interrupt or simply take the tray out to a waiter without asking? The wrath of Mrs. Turner might rain down in either  scenario. Caught between a rock and a hard place, Scarlett straightened her apron and tapped on the door.

      Silence. Then the clear sound of another door banging.

      “Come!” Mrs. Turner’s commanding voice rang out.

      Scarlett opened the door, not as composed as she might appear. Mrs. Turner sat in an expensive-looking chair that she’d used every time they’d met. Other than the two of them, the room was empty, and the French doors across the room were closed.

      “You wanted to see the selection presentation of canapés before they go out.”

      “Very well. Bring it here.” The woman snapped her fingers rudely.

      Scarlett crossed the thick carpet and bent so that the tray would be easier to view.

      “This looks acceptable. You may serve them as soon as anyone arrives.”

      “A few guests are here already.”

      Eyes narrowed, Mrs. Turner huffed. “How annoying. Very well. I shall be out there soon.”

      Scarlett stopped herself from bowing at the clear dismissal, giving a small nod instead. Then she got out of there as fast as she could.

      It nagged at her that someone had been in that room, arguing with Mrs. Turner, and she hoped it had nothing to do with her or her family. She shook her head. There was enough to do without worrying about who Mrs. Turner had upset or about what.
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      As requested, Scarlett and her team kept out of the way and let the waiters do their thing. Watching from the edge of the tent, they were ready to spring into action when the time came.

      With their side of the food preparation done, they wouldn’t be required until it was time to serve the cold entree, which entailed dressing the salad and wiping down plates while the chef continued with the main.

      Scarlett and her sisters had not only made the wedding cake, but they’d also made the desserts. At the interview, she’d taken a selection, including a sample of flavors for the cake. Unable to choose, the bride went with a variety of mini desserts per person and a mocha flavored wedding cake. Mrs. Turner reluctantly agreed, and Scarlett went home elated.

      While Lexie, the bride was sweet, her mother made everyone miserable. Scarlett tried to believe that helping to make Lexie’s day perfect would be worth every painful moment in her mother’s company. Although, it would be a lie to say she hadn’t experienced several moments when she wanted to walk away.

      It wasn’t as though they were desperate for money anymore. Since having the good fortune to locate a family heirloom, and selling it for a tidy amount, things were finally looking up for them. The problem was that they’d struggled for so long, nearly losing the business their mother had not only built from scratch but had loved so much, that it was hard not to continue to work as hard as possible.

      Turning down such a lucrative job had proved unthinkable but hindsight provided startling clarity and Scarlett hoped her family would forgive her for putting them in the often toxic situation.

      Things looked up as soon as the wedding began. It was quite simply beautiful. Three bridesmaids, in pale blue with navy ribbons at their waists, came out of the house first, walking one behind the other with a groomsman beside them. Then came the bride on her father’s arm.

      There was no flower girl or ring-bearer. Strangely, there were no children at all.

      In a gown of ivory silk, Lexie Turner was a fairytale princess. Straps low on her arms and cinched in at her tiny waist, it draped around her feet and onto the ground. The train was 15 feet long, and the lace overlay was a piece of art.

      The women sighed. Scarlett’s sigh may have been louder, because Sam, holding on to his partner’s arm, was so handsome. Taking his place next to the groom, looking unnaturally stiff, poor Sam, clearly was uncomfortable in his three-piece suit. As if to prove a point, he ran a finger around his collar and shot the groom a nervous glance.

      Chad, also a fine-looking man, already stood with the celebrant in front of the arch. Nervousness seemed to be the theme of this wedding. Scarlett noted a significant difference in the demeanor of the couple. While the bride had a bright-eyed look of expectation, the groom appeared to be taking no enjoyment from the day.

      The father of the bride, a frown also marring his face, handed his daughter to the groom. He seemed about to say something but instead turned abruptly to take his place in the front row next to his wife.

      Perhaps the pressure of so many high-profile guests, or the Turner’s expectation that everything should be perfect, changed the easy-going groom and best man into these awkward men.

      The ceremony took more time than it should due to Chad’s struggle to speak his vows, and when it came time, he seemed hard-pressed to say I do. The bride appeared oblivious to the whole thing and kissed her new husband with enthusiasm. On the other hand, with arms locked at his sides, Chad was as stiff as a board. There was no hint of passion from either of them.

      “Wow,” Violet whispered. “Do you see that? “

      “Something’s not right,” Olivia added quietly.

      “He’s probably stressed,” Ruby said. “Weddings are notorious for that, and I bet he’s had a lot to do.”

      Violet snorted. “He’s marrying into the richest family in Harmony Beach, and as we’ve met the Turners I can’t believe he was allowed a say in anything even if he’d wanted to.”

      “That could be the problem, and maybe Chad wanted to be involved more.”

      Scarlett smiled at her youngest sister. Ruby always wanted things to be perfect and tried to see only the good in people. “Come on.” She pulled on her sister’s arms. “We’re into phase two.”

      From that moment, it was a blur. While the couple had photos taken down on the beach, more canapés were taken around. Alcohol flowed freely, and laughter rang around the tent. Without the senior Turners around, the place felt less tense. Even the chef made a few jokes as they worked around him and his team plating the entrees.

      As soon as the wedding party returned, these were taken outside to the staff who served the guests so Scarlett’s team could move on to plating the main course.

      Then they were on the last course, which was a tremendous relief.

      “What a wonderful day,” Ruby exclaimed from across the ample steel counter as she placed edible flowers on each plate. “I adore weddings.”

      “Me too,” Aunt Olivia chuckled. “Our worries were unfounded.”

      “They do seem to be enjoying the day,” Scarlett agreed.

      Violet shook her head. “Except for the groom who still has a face like a prune.”

      “Stop it,” Scarlett warned her while inspecting each plate for uniformity.

      “There’s only us here,” Violet protested.

      Scarlett nodded pointedly at the chef, who was stacking pots and pans for the kitchen staff to deal with later. He didn’t react but was definitely close enough to hear.

      “Fine.” Violet took a laden tray through to the tent, and Scarlett followed with the last of the desserts.

      The bride excused herself from a group of people and made her way across the tent to the sisters, waiting until the staff moved off with the trays before she spoke.

      “Have you seen Chad?” Lexie’s voice was soft yet urgent.

      Handing the tray to one of the staff, Scarlett shook her head. “I’m sorry. We’ve been in the kitchen most of the time.”

      “Of course, you have.” Lexie looked frantically around the tent, muttering, “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Scarlett smiled in an attempt to put her at ease since the bride seemed on the point of hysteria. “You look so lovely. That dress is stunning, and the weather’s been perfect for your special day.”

      “Thank you,” the bride spoke absently, still searching for someone or something.

      “Is everything okay? Can I help you find who you’re looking for?”

      “I’m probably a little dramatic, but it’s time to cut the cake.” Lexie hesitated for a moment before continuing. “My mom is not happy that the timing is off, and I’ve already sent the bridesmaids and groomsmen to look for Chad, with no luck so far.”

      “Perhaps I could check the washrooms?” Scarlett suggested.

      Lexie frowned. “Sam already checked them out.”

      “Violet and I could help look in other places. We’ve done all we can for now in here. Maybe no one’s looked on the beach?”

      Lexie nodded enthusiastically. “Would you mind? That would be so kind. Once the cake’s cut, we can get onto the dancing. Then we can leave for our honeymoon.”

      A certain tightness around Lexie’s mouth had Scarlett rethinking that she was oblivious to the groom’s behavior. With little experience of weddings, Scarlett thought it was bad-mannered of Chad to force his new bride to search for him, and no doubt, having to make excuses for his disappearance.

      “We’ll go right now. Don’t worry, Lexie, Chad will be around here somewhere.”

      “Thank you, I do appreciate it. And thank you so much for your part in making this a wonderful experience.” Lexie’s smile faltered, and she hurried back to the bridal table.

      Scarlett motioned Violet to follow her, waiting until they’d gone through the tent and reached the dock, before telling her sister about searching for the groom. Her immediate reaction was grating.

      “I bet he’s run off with a bridesmaid.”

      “Violet!”

      “Well, that’s what usually happens when the groom disappears. Plus, you have to admit that he looked like he was marrying under sufferance.”

      “Okay, he didn’t look happy, but that doesn’t mean he wanted to run off. We’re not in a soap opera.”

      Violet shrugged. “Fine. Where shall we look?”

      Scarlett did a 360 slow turn from the sea around the expansive back lawn and back. “Well, he’s not around here. I suggested we try down on the beach?” “Fine with me. The fresh air will be nice. It was hot in the kitchen and the tent—even with fans going.”

      “We’re still on the clock,” Scarlett reminded her as they walked down several wide steps.

      “You’re such a stickler. They’ve had their pound of flesh and more, and this is hardly in our job description.”

      “Maybe not, but potentially we could get a lot of work from this wedding if we do a good job, and more importantly, create the right impression.”

      “We’ve done a good job. A great job, actually. Better than the people who pulled out at the last minute, who knew it was going to be a nightmare dealing with Mrs. Davina Turner.”

      Scarlett shook her head. “Stop trying to wind me up. Customers are still customers.”

      “Me?”

      Scarlett nudged her as they reached the beach, and when Violet giggled, she appreciated, not for the first time, that sisters were a joy and a pain.

      They came to a dinghy half-way along the private part of the beach that belonged to the Turners. Whether they owned it or not was another story, but they certainly put it around and acted as though they did.

      “I think this is far enough.” Scarlett stopped by the boat. “I wonder why it’s here.”

      Violet shrugged. “They probably didn’t want it spoiling the view from the tent down to the water and moved it from the dock.”

      “That makes sense. I can’t imagine Chad came this far, though. Why would he when he was supposed to cut the cake? And how would he walk along this beach without someone noticing?” Sun bounced off the sand, and Scarlett shielded her eyes with her hand. “Actually you can’t see more than the top of the tent from here.”

      “He had that trapped look the whole afternoon. Maybe he’s run away. Brides aren’t the only ones to do that.”

      This time Scarlett didn’t laugh because suddenly it didn’t seem funny. “If he did, why would he wait until after the wedding? He could have left her at the altar. Although I’m not sure which is worse.”

      “Both would be so embarrassing.” Violet sat against the dinghy, looking out at the blue expanse. Tilting her head back, she closed her eyes.

      “Don’t get comfortable. We should get back and let Lexie know we couldn’t find her husband.”

      Sighing, Violet pushed off. The boat tipped, then rocked back into position.

      Scarlett gasped.

      “What’s the matter?” Violet hurried to her side. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Not wanting to believe her eyes, Scarlett gulped, blood rushed to her head. “Help me turn the boat over.”

      “Why on earth would we do that?”

      With her hands already on the bottom of the dinghy, Scarlett frowned over her shoulder. “Because there’s someone under it.”

      Her sister’s eyes widened. “You mean someone’s hiding there?”

      Scarlett didn’t want to destroy the hope for either of them, but it couldn’t be avoided. “I don’t think anybody’s hiding.”

      Violet paled.

      Together they managed to roll the boat over. It thumped down hard, spraying them with sand.

      “Chad!” They squealed simultaneously.

      The groom stared at the sky and didn’t move a muscle. Having seen this before, Scarlett knelt beside him to search for a pulse. “He’s dead. Will you run back and get Sam?”

      “Gladly.” Violet shivered. “It never gets easier to see a dead body, does it?”

      Scarlett shook her head. For reasons she refused to think about, they never saw their father after his death five years ago in a logging accident, but their mom died of breast cancer. That was far more horrible to witness, but dead was dead. Chad was a young man with his whole life ahead of him. Newly married, it seemed such a waste. Then there was the why or how. Maybe both.

      “Don’t say anything to anyone else,” she warned. “I’ll call the sheriff.”

      Violet had taken a couple of steps but turned immediately.

      “Not to Mr. or Mrs. Turner? Or even, Lexie? What about the Wood family?”

      “They all need to know, but it will be better coming from Sam or the sheriff.” Scarlett crossed her fingers about that.
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      Time ticked by incredibly slowly, and Scarlett checked her watch for the millionth time. Only five minutes had passed since Violet reached the ramp and the steps. That wasn’t long. Not really. Except, when you had a dead man at your feet, it seemed forever.

      Taking great pains to not get anywhere near Chad, she walked around the immediate area as best she could without disturbing anything. Nate, the local sheriff, would hopefully be pleased with her restraint.

      It was interesting that the dinghy was on top of him. He had no marks on his face, so it was conceivable that the boat fell and killed him. Yet, shouldn’t Chad be face down if it hit him on the back of the head? It could have been propped up somehow and fallen on him, but it seemed odd that he couldn’t crawl out from underneath. Besides, boats didn’t get left on their side, did they?

      A thousand other questions swirled around inside her head, and the next time she looked up, Sam was running down the beach. Jacket removed, in one hand he carried a bag which banged against his thigh. Paramedics always came with the tools of their trade, regardless of a day off.

      Skidding to a halt, short of breath, he landed on his knees beside her.

      “I so wanted it to be untrue,” his voice wavered. Once he’d frantically checked for a pulse and listened to Chad’s chest with a stethoscope, Sam squeezed his eyes shut for a second. His eyelashes became wet, and his lips quivered.

      Scarlett touched his shoulder. “I’m so sorry. I know he was your close friend.”

      “My best friend.” Wiping his eyes on the sleeve of his shirt, Sam sighed deeply. “We went to college together, and he offered to share his room with me in the second year, so I had a quieter place to study. It was the one thing he fought his parents over, and because he lives nearby, it was the main reason I chose Cozy Hollow to settle down in.” 

      Scarlett had known that they were close and about them going to college together, but they’d never discussed his motives for moving to town. It turned out there was a lot she didn’t know. Her throat felt thick with emotion, but she wanted to be strong for Sam. “Did he suffer from ill-health?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. I like to keep fit, but Chad was a bit of a freak about it. Brilliant at nearly everything that needed a racquet or a bat, the only thing I could win against him was online games.” He attempted a smile and failed.

      “I wonder who would want to kill him?”

      Sam reared back from her. “Kill him? What the heck makes you think that he was killed?”

      Scarlett gulped, wishing she could take back the words, and she couldn’t lie. “It occurred to me that he couldn’t have placed the dinghy over himself. If he didn’t die because of sickness and didn’t appear to have had a heart attack, it had to involve another person?” 

      She only knew what heart attacks looked like after the previous librarian in Cozy Hollow had met her demise this way, and Sam had been with Scarlett after she found Mable Norris.

      Sam flopped onto his backside as if she’d hit him. “I’d already ruled that out. Without checking him over more thoroughly, I can’t say what did kill him.” He glanced over his shoulder to where the top of the tent was visible. “I’m not convinced, but if it were due to foul play, that would mean it had to be somebody from the wedding.” His eyes narrowed.

      Scarlett followed his gaze. “Maybe.”

      He turned back to her. “Pardon?”

      She shrugged. “Someone could have been waiting for Chad, or he could have met up with them on the beach. I believe he’s been missing for some time.”

      “But why would they choose today of all days?” Sam asked with disgust.

      She dug her shoes in the sand. “Well, I don’t like to mention it, but . . .” 

      “Just tell me,” he asked through gritted teeth.

      She flinched at his tone. “He looked so miserable throughout the whole ceremony.”

      Sam’s mouth opened and closed. “Did he?”

      “Are you saying you didn’t notice it?” Scarlett didn’t buy that at all—not if they were such close friends. Why would he lie to her?

      He loosened his tie and undid the top button of his shirt as if he couldn’t get enough air.

      “You do know about his change of heart, don’t you?”

      He touched Chad’s cheek. “I thought he simply had cold feet. Which is perfectly natural.”

      “Is it?” Scarlett put that in a compartment for future reference. Their dates were mainly conducted at her house or the local park in case he was called to an emergency. At least that was his excuse. Maybe this was a warning for her that he didn’t want to get serious, despite what he said when they were occasionally alone. She shook her head to rid it of these selfish thoughts. This was about Chad and Lexie.

      “That’s what I’ve heard about weddings,” Sam back-tracked, before giving her a funny look. “Except, over this last week, I found out that there was more to Chad’s reluctance than cold feet.”

      Scarlett kept her ah-hah to herself. “What was it.”

      Sam looked around guiltily. “Chad was seeing someone else,” he whispered.

      She grimaced, not wanting to think badly of Sam’s best friend. “Then why did he go ahead with the wedding?” 

      “Because his father threatened to cut him off.”

      She tilted her head. “Financially?”

      Sam nodded miserably. “In every way. Being kicked out of the business would have devastated him. I know it’s hard for you to appreciate, but as long as I’ve known him, Chad never had to worry about money, and he took the idea of one day running the corporation very seriously.”

      The sound of sirens cut through the conversation, and while they waited expectantly, Scarlett wondered who Chad had preferred to Lexie. 

      Eventually, Violet led the Sheriff, a deputy, the Turners, and Chad’s parents down the beach. When she was close enough, Violet gave her an apologetic look.

      Scarlett shrugged. Once the sheriff, Nathaniel Adams, arrived, her sister couldn’t be expected to hide what had happened from the Turners. And certainly Lexie, along with Chad’s parents, had a right to know what had befallen her new husband.

      Sam helped Scarlett to her feet, and they backed away from the body. Chad’s mom immediately fell on her son, sobbing loudly. Lexie, arms wrapped around herself, was also crying, a hand to her mouth, she rocked backward and forward.

      The Sheriff gently pulled the mom away. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Wood. I need you to move back so we can seal off the area.”

      “Whatever for?” Mr. Wood blustered.

      “Because this is now a crime scene,” Nate reasoned patiently.

      “A crime scene? Was he murdered? Here?” Mr. Turner asked loudly. He looked around them, clearly affronted that someone could do such a thing on his beach.

      Appreciating that people reacted differently to terrible news, nevertheless, Scarlett felt a surge of dislike for the man. The body of his new son-in-law lay a few feet away, and it appeared that all he could think about was the inconvenience Chad’s demise made to his life.

      Nate stiffened, eyeing the man warily. “At this stage, I can’t say whether this is a murder investigation or not. However, I concede that it does look suspicious, and therefore the scene needs to be protected at all costs.” The Sheriff nodded to his deputy, who placed a pole in the ground and tied it with yellow tape. Then, looking pointedly at the group, who stepped back with varying degrees of acceptance, he continued to place more poles and tape around the dinghy and Chad.

      Mr. Turner harrumphed, while Mrs. Turner surveyed the houses in the distance. Scarlett glanced around. Were they genuinely more concerned with their neighbors knowing what was going on here? Could they not comprehend that, if this turned out to be a murder, everyone at the wedding would be a suspect and that the neighbors would know soon enough? And what about the feelings of their new in-laws who looked devasted?

      Ignoring the crowd, once they had indeed moved back, Nate made several passes around the area. Scarlett took note of how carefully he walked in his own tracks. Then, the sheriff went down to the water, which was less than a dozen feet away due to the tide coming in rapidly. Next, he went a little way north and then south of where the dinghy was. When he came back, it was to kneel beside the deceased. Slipping gloves on, he felt in Chad’s pocket. Pulling out a phone, he shielded it from the group, studied it for a minute.

      When he stood, Nate addressed them solemnly. “Would you all please go back up to the wedding tent. My deputy will come with you to begin asking everyone some questions. It will be one at a time and, Mr. Turner, you need to ensure that no one leaves before they’ve been spoken to.”

      “Is that absolutely necessary?” Mr. Turner was outraged. “We’d prefer to deal with this without a couple of hundred people hanging about.”

      Mr. Wood, an arm around his distraught wife, glared. “My son, your son-in-law, is dead! How do you propose the sheriff finds the murderer without asking questions?”

      “There’s no need for raised voices,” Mrs. Turner snapped. “The sheriff has said he doesn’t know what caused this. Let’s go back and discuss the situation in a civilized manner.”

      Mr. Wood wasn’t interested in her platitudes. “There will be no discussion, civilized or otherwise, Davina. Our son is dead. On your beach. I want to know the reason why.”

      Scarlett felt sorry for the couple. If this felt surreal to her, how would it feel to them Knowing their son had died while they were partying? “Of course you do, Sir. Let’s let the sheriff do his job to find out. Might I suggest we get back to the house, and I’ll make coffee for everyone?” 

      “Coffee? I need something a darn site stronger than that!” Mr. Turner marched up the beach. “Davina! Lexie!”

      His wife hurried after him, dragging poor Lexie, who was still crying. Behind them, at a much slower pace, the Woods followed.
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