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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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      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.”
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