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      After throwing in the last bag, I slammed the back hatch on my Jeep Wrangler. I hoped it and the other bags didn’t fall out as we headed down the road. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had forgotten something, but I always felt that way before embarking on a long trip.

      My sisters, Katie and Lily, my friend and boss, Sally Kohr McIntosh, and my surrogate daughter, Shelby Irons, came running out of the kitchen door as I considered going back upstairs to check what I’d forgotten one last time.

      Sally commented, “Well, you look lost in thought. I hope you’re not thinking about work. I’ve already forgotten about ice cream completely.”

      I chuckled. “Nope. That’s the last thing I’m thinking of. That new girl, Thea, pretty much makes us unnecessary.”

      She gave me her crooked grin. “You’re right about that. I rarely come out front anymore. She’ll make a good supervisor one of these days.” She thought about it, then decided to continue. “You know, Cordelia, it’s all right if you decide to start investigating full-time. I know it’s your first love.”

      I hugged her. “You know me so well. But I’d never leave you in the lurch.”

      She motioned at the sky. “Well, honey, it’s fall, so I’m probably not going to need you around for much longer. I’m just letting you down easy.”

      I mock-pushed her away. “Oh, I see how it is. This is how you get rid of your best friend.”

      She laughed. “Well, we struggle to stay open until Thanksgiving, but that’s with a skeleton crew. So, if Thea stays, I probably won’t need you, and you can do what you love to do.”

      I thought about her offer. “I don’t know, Sally. I love being an amateur sleuth. I’m not sure I’m cut out to be a professional. First of all, I have no training. I’d probably have to go back to school, and while that wouldn’t be all bad, I just don’t know. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately. I’m glad we’re taking this vacation. Getting away might clear my head.”

      Katie interrupted. “Hey, are we going to stand around here all day jabbering, or are we going to hit the road?”

      Shelby mock-whined. “I can’t believe you guys are going without me.”

      I hugged her. “Oh, I bet you can’t wait for us to leave so you can have the house to yourself. Who was that guy you said you liked in your poli sci class? You’d better not have him over here.”

      She reddened a little. “Oh, he doesn’t know I exist. He’s always flirting with that Susie Fragale, the one with the big—oh, you know, she’s well-endowed, kind of like you.” She rolled her eyes.

      I pulled her close again. “Well, you’ve got many of your own irresistible qualities.” I ran back into the house, doing one last check, yelling behind me, “He’d be lucky to have you, and I’m sure he’ll figure out soon enough that you’ve got a lot more to offer than some pom-pom shaker.”

      I ran upstairs, looking around my bedroom to ensure I didn’t forget anything critical. It wasn’t like I couldn’t buy most things if I forgot them, like a toothbrush or suntan lotion. I just wanted to ease that unexplainable, uneasy feeling I had.

      Maybe I was just preparing myself for spending ten days with my sisters, whom I hadn’t seen much since I moved down here to Point Pleasant Beach when I inherited my Gram’s house. They’d been none too happy that I’d been selected to get the house between the three of us. Well, she didn’t name me, but she likely knew I’d be the one who didn’t own a house when she wrote the will. We’d always been very close—much closer than either Katie or Lily had been with her. I tried telling myself that I deserved to be here, but I spent a lot of time dealing with my guilt.

      I held a picture of my Gram in my hands and smiled sadly. “Why did you have to go? I wasn’t ready. And I’m certainly not up to taking your place in the community. Everyone still sees me as your awkward, pale, white, redheaded granddaughter.” I pulled the old, framed photo to my chest and sat on the bed.

      I was lost in thought when Sally came bounding up the stairs. “Hey, are we leaving today or what?” she asked with the typical gleam in her eye.

      I responded quietly, “I’ll be ready in a minute.”

      She sat next to me and put her arm around me. “Are you okay? You seem uncharacteristically subdued, especially considering we are heading south in minutes.”

      I put my arm around her and wiped a tear from my eye. “I’m fine. I’m just having a moment with my Gram. Sometimes I could swear she’s still here, and she would come running up the stairs and yell at me for playing in her room again when I could be outside leaping with the frogs or using some other expression she made up off the top of her head.”

      She pulled me close. “I know you miss her. I feel the same way about my Gramma. I don’t think I’ll ever get over her passing. But at least we’ve got each other. Right?”

      I smiled wearily. “Yes. We do. I guess I’m going to miss this house more than I realized. This will be the first time I’ve been away for more than a couple of days since moving in.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, after the summer you’ve had, I’d think you’d be dying to get out of here for a while.”

      I chuckled. “Dying is the operative word.” We stood and headed downstairs, arm in arm.

      She chuckled. “If you find another body while you’re on vaca, people will start talking. You’d better just lay low for a while.”

      I glanced at a portrait of my Gram on the wall and whispered, “I just know she’s got something to do with this sudden sixth sense I have.” I cheered up. “I can’t say it’s been all bad. I’ve met some interesting people.” I reddened. “Mostly men.”

      Sally nearly pushed me out the door. “Your sisters are going to kill you if we don’t get out of here soon.”

      I grinned. “They aren’t the boss of me.”

      We headed out the kitchen door.
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      Shelby, Katie, and Lily threw a frisbee around the front yard.

      Katie yelled, “About time you guys got down here. I was starting to wonder if we were going at all. The Outer Banks aren’t going to drive themselves up here, you know.”

      Lily threw the pink spinning disk to me, and I caught it with one hand. She clapped. “Nice one. I swear if I just spend nearly two weeks doing this on the beach, I will have accomplished my relaxation goal.”

      A crease crossed my forehead. “Aren’t you guys just a touch worried about the guys taking care of your kids for ten days?”

      Katie brushed me off with her hand. “I’d be totally worried if I didn’t have Vivian, but she’ll do ninety percent of everything.”

      Lily smirked. “Yeah. If I were you, I’d be a little worried leaving my husband for all that time with a twenty-three-year-old live-in Au Pair.”

      Katie grinned. “Um, we kind of have an unspoken agreement. He does anything inappropriate, and I cut it off.”

      I cringed. “Kate, there’s a child in our midst.”

      Shelby scoffed. “No big deal. I’ve seen one before. I walked in on my dad in the bathroom. Gross.”

      I hugged her. “Good for you. You stay that way as long as you can.” Then I thought about the cooler incident last year at Kohr’s. “Wait a minute, didn’t you get thrown out of your parents’ house for⁠—”

      She giggled. “I’ll never tell.” She whispered. “Let me just say that I made it sound much more serious than it was to get his girlfriend jealous.”

      I gasped. “Then why didn’t you fess up to your mom.”

      She grabbed my arm. “And miss out on living with you. Not a chance.”

      I looked her in the eye, searching for the truth. “Sometimes I wonder about you, Shel, but I’ll let it go this time.”

      We held each other at arm’s length. She smiled and winked. “You’d better get going, or you’ll never get there.”

      I jumped in the driver’s seat. We’d already put the canvas top down and were ready for a wild ride. The temperature was nice, 76 and sunny, perfect for early September. Within minutes, we were cruising at eighty down the Garden State Parkway, heading south.

      I was lost in thought, and my sisters snoozed in the back seat when Sally asked, “So, what’s up with that guy, Tom?”

      My face grew warm, and I could feel my pale skin redden. “Um, well, he finally asked me out, and I kind of said, ‘Yes.’”

      She touched my leg. “Good for you! I never did quite make the connection between you and Clint. I’m not sure why.”

      I thought about it. “He might have been a little intense for me. I don’t know, either. I really liked him, but something happened when he was shot. I can’t put my finger on it. Maybe I had to admit to myself that he wasn’t as appealing to me in that vulnerable and weakened state. I know it sounds shallow.”

      She stared at the side of my face as I watched the road. “Oh, I don’t know, Cord. Maybe that accident made you realize that you didn’t really have the kind of feelings for him that you thought you had. If that’s the case, it was better to find out then than after you were married for five years. Right?”

      I nodded. “Well, that’s true. I worry that I’m not very in touch with my feelings. That’s probably why I’m on my third; well, if you count Tom Handy, the guy my parents sent down to help with my murder case, my fourth, crush since moving here.”

      She chuckled. “Maybe you’re just making up for lost time. When was your last serious boyfriend before Sean?”

      I counted months on my fingers. “I didn’t date at all when I worked at Goldman Sachs. Those guys loved one thing, and it rhymes with honey. And the guys living around me in The Village kind of freaked me out. I was never meant to be a city girl.”

      She answered for me. “So, it was a while.”

      I nodded.

      She continued the thought. “Maybe you’re just missing male companionship, so you’re not being as selective as you might normally be.”

      I changed the subject. “Speaking of men, whatever happened to that guy, Jim, you met in the grocery store?”

      She grimaced. “I had to end it. Remember how I said he drove me crazy but in a good way?”

      I smiled, “How could I forget?”

      She shook her head. “It finally turned out to be in a really bad way.” She stared at the road. “Oh, well. Live and learn. At least I got some good sex out of it.”

      I hit her leg. “Really? You weren’t even seeing him that long.”

      She laughed. “Oh, come on, Cord. I’m not a prude like you. I’m just normal.”

      I whined. “I’m just selective. I don’t know where these men have been or who they’ve been with. I don’t want to catch something.”

      She frowned. “Okay. You’ve got a point there.”

      We rode, lost in our thoughts for a while, until I slowed for the exit to U.S. 1 South to the Coastal Route. Sally yelled, “Whoa, sister, I think you’re taking a wrong turn. I-95 is a much faster route to the Outer Banks.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, I know. But I’ve always wanted to see the Eastern Shore, and maybe we can do some sightseeing on the way down. We’ve got nearly two weeks. Have you ever visited Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, or Ocean City, Maryland?”

      She thought for a second. “Well, no.”

      I continued my train of thought. “How about Chincoteague or Assateague, Virginia?”

      She smiled. “No. But I see what you’re doing here, Cordelia. You’re going to make this the longest ride ever. We might not ever get there. Is this your fascination with finding dead people coming out again? You think if we visit several places with crowds of people on the way to the Outer Banks, we increase our odds of finding someone dead?”

      I looked at her but didn’t answer.

      She punched my arm. “Just what is wrong with you, Cordelia? This is becoming an obsession with you.”

      I thought about it, not for the first time. “I don’t think so, Sally. I enjoy solving cases but don’t like finding dead people. I find some satisfaction in helping the friends and relatives of the victim reach some closure.”

      Sally bit her lip. “I hope that’s the case, Cord. It’s been bothering me a bit that you ended up dating Sean, the killer. It was like you were drawn like a moth to a flame.”

      I protested. “Well, I have to admit I was drawn to him immediately, but he just looked so Irish. It seemed like it was meant to be. It wasn’t until I got to know him better that I realized looks are only skin deep. We just never really clicked at any kind of intimate level. I figured it was maybe because he was a therapist, and he couldn’t get out of his own way when it came to his own life. Now I realize he was just psycho.”

      She chuckled with a hint of sarcasm. “Yeah. We found that out nearly too late. I don’t know what we were thinking, just walking up to that guy’s front door. I’ve had my share of nightmares since then.”

      I nodded while taking a swig of the Diet Coke I’d picked up at the last gas stop. “I know what you mean. We definitely got lucky.” I got shivers thinking about it.

      Katie piped up from the back seat, stirring for the first time since we left Point. “Yes, you got damn lucky. And we’re not so sure it’s a good idea, you getting into the detective business.”

      I glanced in the rearview mirror. “Oh, you’re just mad because you and Lily weren’t included.”

      She whispered loudly. “Don’t wake her up. You really hurt her feelings when you didn’t include her in you detective agency.”

      I felt confused. “How would she ever find time after she returns to her law practice?”

      She glanced nervously at the dozing Lily. “That’s the point. She was going to use your agency as an excuse for her dimwitted husband to get her out of the house, so they could hire an au pair like I did. He can’t seem to take the hint that she isn’t made to be a stay-at-home mom.”

      I considered her plight. “Why doesn’t she just talk to him?”

      She glared at the mirror like it was from Mars. “Oh, my dear, sweet, thing. I can tell that you’ve never been married. Do you have any idea how much negotiation I had to go through to get Vivian?”

      I considered answering, but Lily began to stir.
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      Lily stretched and yawned. “Are you guys talking about Vivian again? If you’re so afraid Jack’s going to sleep with her, why don’t you hire someone like Mrs. Doubtfire.”

      Katie feigned shock. “You know she was a man, right?”

      Lily chuckled. “Even better.”

      Katie considered the situation. “Jack wouldn’t dare go near Vivian. He values his life.”

      Lily looked out the window. “So, where are we? This certainly isn’t 95 or even 13, for that matter. Did you get us lost already, Cord?”

      I rolled my eyes, knowing Lily and Katie would freak out. We’d all been programmed by Dad at a young age to drive the fastest route as quickly as possible when going on vacation so that you could start your vacation and not miss any fun. Forget about the fact that you were miserable all the way down to wherever you were going. Forget stopping and sightseeing and having adventures. That kind of travel was for retirees and the weak of heart.

      Katie was the first to jump in. “Oh my God, Cord, we’re on Route 1. It could take us days to get to the Outer Banks.” I hated it when she whined. It sounded like she was going to cry, back when she was seven and I was five.

      I tried to speak calmly and not get emotional. “Let’s look at it this way. We may have an adventure, and if we end up later than we plan, we can always get a hotel room for a night. It wouldn’t be the end of the world, right?”

      Sally came to my rescue, having not grown up in our dysfunctional family. “Some of our greatest vacations growing up were ones that we didn’t plan at all. We just jumped in the car and ended up where we ended up.”

      There was dead silence in the back seat.

      Finally, Lily spoke up. “Hey, why not? We’ve got ten days. It could get boring spending all that time in the same place. I’m up for a little adventure. Come on, Kate, loosen up a little.”

      Katie didn’t speak for a few seconds, and I could feel the whole carful holding their breath. Finally, she relented. “Okay. I guess it couldn’t hurt to change plans slightly. I hear that O.C. has some pretty good nightlife. Maybe we could check some of that out.”

      I feigned shock. “Katie Corbett Murphy! Don’t tell me you would go out partying while Rory is faithfully taking care of your wee ones, counting the days until your return.”

      She rolled her eyes. “He’s taking every chance he can to look down Vivian’s blouse while he pretends to read the sports page, so I get to have some fun too.”

      Lily tsked. “I’m sure I’d go the Mrs. Doubtfire route if I were you. I wouldn’t take those kinds of chances under my roof.”

      Katie didn’t seem worried. “He knows the consequences—singing in the girls’ choir. If that’s worth it to him, then let the chips fall where they may.”

      I chuckled. “Kate, you are so politically incorrect. Men can choose their sex these days.”

      Katie considered my rebuff. “But then they aren’t men any longer, are they?”

      I thought about it. “No, I suppose they’re not.”

      She nodded confidently. “Right. The only difference is that I’d be choosing for him. Well, actually, he’d be choosing with his actions. So, same difference.”

      Lily stared at her phone. “Guys, I’ve found the perfect place in Ocean City to spend one carefree night and have a little fun. There’s a bar with live music right within walking distance of the hotel, so we don’t need to worry about driving. It gets a lot of good reviews, and the pictures look like fun. They’ve got live entertainment, dancing, drink specials, the works. It’s right on the bay. Perfect. It’s called Seacrets. I even love the name!”

      I gave her the thumbs-up. “Awesome! Make a hotel reservation as close as you can get and we’ll be good to go. Nothing fancy. We can share two queen beds. Right, girls?”

      Sally laughed. “Sure, but I want to sleep with you. I mean, I like you guys”—she motioned to my sisters—”but let’s face it, Cord and I are besties.”

      Lily chuckled. “Well, Katie has a bit of a snoring issue, but I can always shove a pillow over her head like I used to do when we were kids.”

      Katie protested. “Lily’s just covering up. She’s the one who snores, but I’ll take care of it.”

      Lily stuck her tongue out at Katie.

      Katie answered in her best sixth-grade voice. “Real mature, Lil!”

      I tried to ignore them, saying to Sally, “Well, we’ll have fun anyway.” I winked. “Who knows, I might end up liking it.”

      Sally looked panicked for a second. Then we both burst out laughing.
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        * * *

      

      Within a half hour, we were checking into the Princess Bayside Beach Hotel. It was a nice, cheap little place right on the bay with a private beach and early fall prices at less than $100 a night. How could you possibly beat that? Even Katie was happy, and that was a nearly impossible feat. We even debated about retreating to Finnegan’s Pub and Eatery next door. After all, we were four Irish girls in town for just one night. But we had promised ourselves that we’d go to Seacrets, so Seacrets it was.

      And we were not disappointed. They had multiple stages and multiple house bands with varying types of music, as well as D.J. Davie for your listening and dancing pleasure. We spent most of our time in the main room with D.J. Davie because that was where most of the guys were. And you can imagine that four attractive Irish women ranging from their late twenties to mid-forties made quite a splash with the guys, especially since we were from Jersey and weren’t shy. We received plenty of dirty looks from our Mid-Atlantic counterparts, but quite frankly, we didn’t care.

      We’d dance for a while and then regroup, sharing stories with one another about our conquests.

      Katie bragged after the first hour. “Did you see that hunk I was dancing with? I was praying for a slow dance so I could legally feel what it would be like to be wrapped up in his arms. And when it finally happened, I nearly melted. I actually had to excuse myself mid-dance because I think I was giving him the wrong signals for a married woman. But it was fun while it lasted. If he asks me again, I’m going to have to decline. I know my limits.” She fanned herself with her drink napkin. “How’s it going with you guys?”

      Sally frowned slightly. “I wish I could say I had your luck. Every guy who asks me to dance is either twelve or eighty. I don’t get it. I mean, I know I’m not thirty any longer, but these guys old enough to be my father just gross me out. Then these kids looking for a cougar make me a little sick. So, it’s not so great so far. How about you, Cord?”

      I thought about my adventures. “Well, I’ve been playing the field. I’ve danced with a bunch of cute guys but never more than one dance each. I’d hate to get attached to anyone and have to leave after one night. So, it seems like the safest thing just to enjoy each one and let them go.”

      Lily agreed. “That seems like a good plan. I’m just making it clear that I’m happily married. That generally seems to work except for the really drunk jerks. Nothing stops them except a swift kick, you know where.”

      We all nodded and laughed.

      After a few more hours of dancing with anyone and everyone who asked, and even some who didn’t, I broke my own rule and shared a few slow dances with a super-cute beach blonde named Charlie. After our second slow dance, we meandered out onto the pier to get away from the crowd and the music. We shared some easy conversation, which surprised me because I’m often shy until I get to know someone. Walking hand in hand down the dock, watching the sunset, talking, and laughing seemed so natural.

      I could barely believe it when a beautiful young woman, dressed in a bikini with her hair in a towel, emerged from the lower hatch of a nearby yacht screaming, “Oh my God. Somebody help me! I think he’s dead.”

      I ran toward the boat. Charlie stood on the dock, confused. “Where are you going? Didn’t you hear her say someone might be dead? Let’s get out of here.”

      I glanced back at him. “I have to help. You can go back to the bar. I’ll be back in later, I would imagine.”

      He stood, looking dejected. “You would imagine?”

      I boarded the vessel. I had to giggle, remembering the old tuna commercial. “Sorry, Charlie.” I immediately gave my attention to the woman who was in tears and appeared to be in shock, mumbling to herself. “This can’t be happening. He was just here before I went in the shower. He promised me a late evening swim. He was always breaking promises.”

      I escorted her to a pair of chairs on the deck. “Here, let’s sit down for a second. What’s your name?”

      She looked at me with disbelief. “What does my name matter at this point? He’s the dead one. Shouldn’t you be asking his name? Who are you anyway? Do you get off on dead people?”

      I blushed a bit. “Oh no, not at all. I run a detective agency. My name is Cordelia Corbett. I’m just here to help. I figured if I got a few facts up front, we could call the police, and I could take some of the pressure off you since you probably don’t have to deal with finding a dead person every day. Am I right?”

      She looked at me like I had just landed in a UFO. “That would be an understatement. Of course I don’t.”

      I tried to sound cheerful without sounding too cheerful. “Well, I’ve been lucky enough to find several dead folks over the past several months, so I’ve gotten fairly used to the protocol.”

      She blinked at me. “The protocol, you say. The protocol. This is getting weirder all the time. What did you say your name was?”

      I pulled out the business card that I’d only recently had printed. It read, “Cordelia Corbett, President, Five Female New Jersey Investigators, LLC.”
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      She took the card from my hand. She studied it for a few seconds. “Is this for real? I’ve never heard of such a thing. Five female private investigators, all from New Jersey.” She looked around for a hidden camera. “Is this a reality TV show or something?”

      I smiled. “No, but what a great idea. I’m going to keep that in mind. My sister, Katie, knows some people at Hulu and Peacock.”

      She glared at me. “Can we get back on topic? My boyfriend’s dead. He just proposed, and now I’m out $30 million.”

      I couldn’t believe that money was her focus at a time like this. “And you loved him?”

      She waved me off. “Of course. Of course. But love doesn’t put food on the table. I was born poor, in Puerto Rico, and I’ve never had anything. I was set for life. That’s something to grieve.”

      I knew we should call the police, but I felt like I needed to get her story first. I felt for her and was concerned that, despite her loss of inheritance, she’d be the most likely suspect. “How long did you know—” I hesitated. “What was his name?”

      A tear dripped down her cheek. “Fernando. Fernando Lopez. The Miami Lopezes. We’ve been together three months.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “Three months and you were already talking marriage? Wasn’t that rushing it a bit?”

      Her face went cold. “Now you sound like his mother. She hated me. Every time he would talk about getting married, she would fly into a rage. She would call me a gold digger and everything under the sun. Finally, we decided just to elope because she was making it too difficult to make wedding plans.” She pulled the towel from her jet-black hair and let it rest down her shoulders and back. Oddly, it didn’t appear to be wet. I made a mental note.

      I suggested, “Let’s go down to the cabin and make sure he’s dead. We don’t want to jump to conclusions.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not going down there. You feel free.”

      I really didn’t want to go down there alone, but I knew I’d have to if she refused. I wanted to know what we were dealing with before I called 911. I asked her again, “Oh, come on. What was your name again?”

      She pursed her lips. “I never mentioned my name.”

      I was getting impatient. “Okay. Can you tell me now?”

      She hesitated. “It’s Marina. Marina Santiago.” She rolled her “r” slightly, even though I hadn’t noticed an accent before this.

      I felt as though I might be making progress. “Will you please come with me, Marina?”

      Just then, the cabin door opened again, and we both jumped.

      Another woman, younger than Marina—probably twenty—emerged, but with blonde hair and far paler skin. Marina addressed her sharply. “Cynthia, have you not been instructed never to go below deck without an escort?”

      She frowned. “Yes, Miss Santiago. I was looking for some tools. Mr. Lopez informed me that the bilge pump had not been functioning properly. I was going to check it out.”

      Marina stared at her in disbelief. “Did you not notice that he was dead?”

      Cynthia laughed. “Dead? How could he be dead? He called me just a few minutes ago.”

      Marina rushed through the hatch, and I followed her. While it wasn’t spacious by land standards, the cabin was quite roomy for a boat. This one had to be at least seventy-five feet, and I was sure it cost a pretty penny. While the lighting was relatively dim, there was no body, dead or alive, in sight. Marina paced the cabin, looking under the queen-sized bed, checking the closet, and the head. Then she stood with her hands on her hips. “This is impossible. He was lying right here.” She pointed to the carpeted floor between the end of the bed and the ladder to the hatch.

      I examined the carpeting closely, which was a light beige indoor-outdoor variety that would likely show everything. It revealed no blood or any other sign of foul play. I asked as tenderly as I knew how, “Are you sure he was lying on the floor here? Are there other bedrooms down here?”

      Her voice rose in frustration. “This is the only true sleeping quarters. I know what I saw. I’m not crazy. Cynthia is hiding something. Who has a female first mate anyway? And why does she have to look better in a string bikini than I do?”

      I had a number of ideas but kept them to myself. “I suppose we’ll have to ask Señor Lopez when we find him.”

      She stomped her feet, looking a bit like a two-year-old in need of a nap. “He’s dead, I tell you, dead!” She climbed up the steps to the main deck. I followed, not wanting to be left in the cabin alone, waiting for a body to appear.

      She collapsed in the chair she’d been seated in earlier, looking confused and defeated. “You really think I’m nuts, don’t you?”

      I chose my words carefully. “Well, no, I wouldn’t say that exactly. I might suggest you have a bit of an overly active imagination but never nuts.”

      She whispered, to herself mostly, “I know what I saw.”

      I tried to keep my questioning going without sounding like I didn’t believe her initial story. “Well, where had you seen him last before you found him on the floor in the cabin?”

      She thought for a minute, looking encouraged that I appeared to have believed her. “I was sunbathing on the aft deck when he said he was going to the store to pick up some supplies. I asked him to pick up some Hawaiian Tropic. I love the way it smells compared to Coppertone. He said he’d be back in a flash. I must have fallen asleep because I never heard him return and never saw him until, well, you know when.”

      I had a thought. “Do you think it’s possible that you dreamed it, that you never really found him on the floor?”

      She looked at me like I’d had one too many drinks. “And I woke up just in time to alert you on the dock?”

      I thought about it further. “Do you have any history of sleepwalking?”

      She hesitated. “Well, no, but I’ve been taking a new sleep aid, and it’s been making me feel a little loopy, I have to admit.”

      I felt like we might finally be getting somewhere when Cynthia returned, wearing the same string bikini she’d sported earlier—hardly the uniform for a first mate, I thought. If anyone ended up dead, I figured it would be her, if Marina had anything to say about it.

      Marina put her head in her hands.

      Cynthia was oblivious. “Hey, guys, has Mr. Lopez risen from the dead?” She chuckled. “I need to let him know the bilge pump is working now but acting a little funky. We may need to replace it while we are ashore. We don’t want it failing while we are out to sea. We always take on a little water.”

      We stared, and Marina glared at her. She started to say something but thought better of it.

      I figured I might as well respond in a cheerfully sarcastic tone. I was starting to hate her as much as Marina appeared to. “No. We haven’t seen him, dead or alive. But we’ll let you know as soon as we do.”

      She headed toward the bow, probably going anywhere to get away from us.

      Just then, a handsome man in his early forties emerged from the cabin hatch. I thought Marina was going to faint. But instead, she jumped up from the chair, ran to him, and embraced him. “Fernando, it’s a miracle. You were dead! How is this possible?”

      He smiled sheepishly. “Okay, you might be mad, but I was testing you. A man of my financial stature can’t afford to marry someone who is just after my money. I had to make sure that you actually loved me. I needed to see your reaction to my death. That was the only way to prove your love to me in my mind. Now we can get married.”

      She pushed him away. “You son of a—” She paced frantically around the deck. “How could you do this to me? I trusted you, and you do something like this. I’ve had it with you.” She stormed off and disappeared below deck, leaving him and me alone.

      We stood there awkwardly for a few seconds, and then he introduced himself. “Well, I guess you know who I am, but I’ll tell you anyway. I am Fernando Lopez. I am—” He corrected himself—”or was, anyway—Marina’s fiancé. I guess that wasn’t the smartest move.”

      I smiled and nodded. “I suppose not. You two are certainly an interesting couple, but let me ask you something. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      He shrugged. “What could it possibly hurt at this point?”

      I hesitated, having no idea where this might go or what kind of temper the man had. “Do you love her?”

      He was taken by surprise by my question. “Love her? Of course, I do. Would I go to such lengths if I didn’t?”

      I suggested, “Well, perhaps you should make that clear. From here, it only looks like you don’t trust her, and that’s not a good look.”

      He nodded. “No, I suppose it’s not. I’m not very good at this stuff. I’ve spent so much time protecting myself and my assets, I haven’t had much time to think about love.”

      I nodded and looked him in the eye. “Well, you’d better think about it now, or you’re going to lose her.”
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      He stuck out his hand. “You never did tell me who you are.”

      I blushed. “Oh yeah. I’m Cordelia Corbett. I just happened to in the area right after Marina found your ‘body.’ I’m a private detective, so I guess this was my fastest and most successful case ever. Not my most profitable, though, clearly.”

      He agreed. “But if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my sweet, short life, money isn’t everything.”

      I nodded. “Isn’t that the truth?”

      He asked, “Hey, have you seen a blonde around here? There was a bilge pump issue we need to get resolved before we leave port.”

      I pointed toward the bow. “Yup, she went that-a-way.” I swallowed hard but stuck myself in his business anyway. “Hey, just a piece of advice—for a successful marriage, you might want to drop the blonde bombshell as a first mate.”

      He seemed as oblivious as most men. “Really? She’s just good at what she does. I never look at her that way.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, well, I find that hard to believe, but consider it a wedding present for Marina.”

      He laughed. “I’ll consider it.” He went to look for her. “Thanks for your help. Does Marina have your card? We’ll send you a check for your trouble.”

      I yelled after him. “That’s really not necessary.” Then I thought about it. “But I do accept Cash App and Venmo.”

      I started toward the dock when I thought I heard him yelling to me, “Cordelia, come here quick.” I followed his voice.

      When I found him, I couldn’t believe what I saw. He was giving mouth-to-mouth—the real kind, not the kissing kind—to Cynthia, who appeared to be unconscious on a lounge chair on deck. He appeared to be an expert in CPR, so I didn’t interrupt him but called 911 immediately, and thankfully, within a few minutes the first responders arrived to take over for him. Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before they pronounced her dead.

      By then, Marina had heard the racket and emerged from the cabin, standing hand in hand with Fernando, looking horrified. She appeared to have forgiven him for his earlier antics.

      Within seconds of the EMTs, the Ocean City Police showed up, headed by Assistant Commander Lieutenant Todd Speigle, flanked by a couple of uniformed officers. Fernando was busy calming Marina, so the lieutenant decided to take my statement first.

      We opted for the quiet of the upper deck. He was a pleasant and unassuming man with graying temples and enough lines on his face to let you know he’d lived a full life. The smile lines around his eyes were in full gear when he asked, “So, how’s a nice girl like you get messed up in a deal like this?”

      I laughed. “I literally just picked up a guy in the bar and was trying to find a secluded place to make out.”

      He gave me a surprised grin. “Isn’t that the way it always works out?”

      I nodded my head. “Poor Charlie. It just was not meant to be.” I whispered, “I literally said, ‘Sorry, Charlie,’ just like the old tuna commercial my parents used to joke about when we parted ways. It was like an old made-for-TV movie back when they used to have those.”

      He seemed to take an interest in me. “You seem like an old-fashioned girl. It’s refreshing.” He realized that he was supposed to be interrogating me. “Okay, I guess we’d better get back to the business at hand. So, how did you and Charlie get interrupted?”

      I thought back. “Well, Charlie and I were walking up the pier, hand in hand, and heard this woman screaming. She said that someone was dead. I’m a private investigator, just started an agency up in Point Pleasant Beach, New Jersey, so I immediately jumped into action. I found out her name: Marina Santiago. She was recently engaged to the owner of this amazing yacht, by the name of Fernando Lopez. They were in the process of eloping because his family didn’t agree with their getting married. They thought she was after his money.”

      He was writing feverishly. “So, she told you all this before you went to view the body?”

      I nodded. “Yes, she didn’t seem at all eager to see the body again. It definitely freaked her out.”

      He noted, “So, you talked for a while, then?”

      I agreed. “Yes, I’d say about twenty minutes.”

      He asked, “Did she seem upset that he was dead?”

      I tried to relive the conversation. “Well, initially, but I have to admit that she seemed to recover pretty quickly.” I thought of something else. “Quite frankly, she seemed more upset about losing the money than she did about losing him.” I looked around. “Don’t tell him that, though. Evidently, it was all a test. I’m not sure she actually would have passed if he knew the whole truth.”

      He frowned. “I see. That’s too bad. I’d hate for them to start out a life together on false pretenses.”

      I agreed. “Well, you do what you need to do, but I’m not going to do it. She came from nothing, and this is her chance to get out.”

      He made a note. “Yes, but don’t they both deserve love?”

      I nodded. “Yes, and maybe they’ll find it in one another.”

      He didn’t seem convinced. “Maybe.” He changed the subject. “So, how did she find out he was alive?”

      “He just appeared from below deck. I thought she was going to pass out. But as soon as she found out what he had done, she got very angry. She went below deck and wouldn’t come out.”

      He commented, “Interesting. She got very angry when, in fact, she’s the one pulling the wool over his eyes.”

      I started to question my perceptions. “That was just my take on things. Maybe she does love him. I’m not an expert on love, believe me. I recently dated a guy who tried to kill me.”

      He wrote feverishly. “Interesting. Is that how you decided to become a private eye?”

      I didn’t want to get into all the details. “Well, yes and no. I guess you could say that case got me more familiar with the inner workings of the police department and piqued my interest. It also made me acutely aware of how understaffed they were, leaving opportunities for assistance from the outside.”

      He smiled. “Funny you should mention that. We’ve been having the same conversations lately, as it’s been getting more and more difficult to recruit officers. Maybe you could talk to Chief Buzzuro about it. He’s pretty progressive, and a couple of us have had conversations with him about how to expand our reach without expanding our employee numbers.”

      I smiled. “I’d absolutely love to. I had a feeling that many of our beach towns would have similar issues, and we’re practically a bordering state if you don’t count Delaware, which is pretty small. In fact, we have the ferry from Cape May to Lewes. I heard there was talk of a Cape May to Ocean City ferry at one time, but that was squashed by the Ocean City, New Jersey, politicians.”

      He pondered that idea. “Now doesn’t that just figure. We really should adopt Ocean City, New Jersey, as a sister city and have a cooperative relationship. I’ll bet we could both benefit.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. “You know, I’ll bet you’re right. They could trade off different events from year to year and get people to visit each other’s city who have never been. We should work in public relations or city planning.” I laughed and felt more and more comfortable in his presence. It certainly didn’t feel like I was being interrogated, or even giving a statement.

      As though he read my mind, he said, “I guess we’d better get back to business, or they are going to wonder what happened to us.” He checked his notes to see where we went off track. “So, Marina got angry when Fernando appeared alive from the cabin because he had tricked her into thinking that he was dead. I think that’s a normal reaction. No one likes to be fooled. There must have been a million emotions and thoughts going on in her mind.”

      I nodded. “Oh, there were. It was all very confusing because his parents didn’t want him to marry her, afraid that she was after only his money.”

      He chewed on his pen. “Well, surely she didn’t think his parents killed him to prevent him from marrying her.”

      I thought back. “No, I don’t think that ever crossed her mind. That would be crazy. She certainly did mention the money several times. It kind of made me uncomfortable. At a time when she should be grieving the death of her beloved, I would think money would be the last thing she’d be thinking of.”

      He nodded and continued taking notes. “Well, we all marry for different reasons. I suppose if I loved two women equally, I’d probably marry the one made of money. I can’t deny that.” As if it were the first time he had the thought, he asked, “She didn’t mention any other men, did she?”

      I could truthfully say, “No.” I was beginning to wonder who the suspect was here. It clearly wasn’t me. But, after all, I was just passing through, so it would be hard to pin a motive on me. Marina, on the other hand, may have had a very big one—or a small one, if gauging it from the size of Cynthia’s bikini. I almost chuckled to myself but realized how inappropriate that would be right now. I’d save it for later, when describing my evening to Sally, Katie, and Lily.

      As if he were reading my mind, he asked, “Is there something you’d like to add?”

      I covered up. “Oh no. I just feel terrible for Marina. First her fiancé fakes his own death, and then his attractive blonde twenty-year-old first mate is murdered. As far as we know, besides Fernando, who discovered her, and me, she was the only one on the boat. I can’t help but think she’d be a pretty convincing suspect.”

      He looked me in the eye. “Gee, it’s usually the ones pointing at others who make good suspects in my book.”

      My face got hot and, I’m sure, reddened immediately. “Lieutenant Speigle, what motive could I possibly have? I didn’t even know the woman and just saw her twice when she passed through while I was talking to Marina.”

      He tapped his pen on his chair, which seemed to be a nervous habit. “Well, that’s your story. Much of this is hearsay, which will have to be corroborated by the others. It’s just as possible that they will come up with a conflicting story and that you will be implicated. It happens all the time.”

      I nodded. “Well, yes, I am learning that the more I become involved in detective work. However, there is only one truth. And that’s the story that always wins out in the end. That’s why I don’t have to worry about whatever story the other two might concoct.”

      He closed his notebook and stuck his hand out. “Well, then I guess we have nothing further to discuss. Let me walk you down to the pier so that you can get back with your friends and family.”

      We walked in silence until we got to the pier. Then he shook my hand, reminding me, “Don’t forget to contact Chief Buzzuro. I can’t promise you anything, but maybe we can work something out.”

      I agreed. “I’ll give him a call in the morning. Thanks so much for your help. It was very nice meeting you.”

      We shook hands and he headed back toward the deck and I toward the bar. He yelled back to me, “And Cordelia, be careful. Things aren’t always what they seem.”

      I yelled back, “Okay, I will,” wondering what the heck he was talking about. Glancing behind me as he walked away, I noticed how pink the moon was in the sky, casting shadows on the dock. I shivered for some reason I couldn’t identify.
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