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Romance, murder, and small-town secrets.

Crystal Tegan doesn’t anticipate finding a dead body when she returns to her small Florida hometown for a friend’s wedding, but how was she to know her sister’s attic held more than old junk? And it doesn’t look like this death is from natural causes. Now instead of focusing on the fit of her bridesmaid dress, Crystal finds herself trying to clear her sister from police suspicion.

But there’s one very sexy distraction that keeps getting in Crystal’s way—her old high school flame Parker. And, as Crystal soon discovers, Parker may be harboring some deadly secrets of his own.

The deeper Crystal digs, the more she discovers the past might not be as idyllic as she remembers. And as she works to uncover the truth, she’d better hope this is one murder investigation that doesn’t turn her into a homicide victim herself.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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“I’m thinking of selling it,” Heather said.

Crystal Tegan’s heart spasmed. “You want to sell Mom’s house?”

Heather bent down to pick up the orange tabby cat twining between her ankles, her shoulder-length blond hair falling across her face. “It’s my house now, not Mom’s.”

Another spasm. Another surge of pain. Crystal had thought she had come to terms with their mother leaving all of her worldly possessions to Heather, but apparently the old feelings had still been there, simmering beneath the surface.

Heather shook her hair out of her eyes as she lifted up the cat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound so callous. It’s not that I want to sell, but the upkeep is getting to be too much. This house is old, Crys. Old and crumbling. And it’s beachfront property, prime Sunset Shores real estate. I can barely afford the taxes anymore, let alone the cost of keeping the place upright.”

Those were all valid arguments for selling, Crystal had to concede. Before now, it hadn’t ever occurred to her that their mother’s house might be a hardship for Heather. She had been too focused on her exclusion from the will to stop and think about whether being disinherited might have actually been a blessing. Maybe their mother had left everything to Heather not to play favorites but as punishment for something. Could it be? Or was Crystal still struggling to find an answer that didn’t have anything to do with their last conversation, that terrible fight they’d had over the phone?

The orange tabby had started purring. Crystal could hear the cat’s rhythmic rumbling growing louder as Heather stroked him. When Crystal had stopped to pet him after rolling her suitcase through the door twenty minutes ago, Kato hadn’t even given her a second look, let alone a purr.

No surprise there, Crystal thought. Heather had always been the fun sister, the one who could make anyone feel comfortable. Most people preferred the company of Heather to Crystal. Why should Kato be any different?

“Don’t worry, Crys,” Heather said. “I’m not selling right this instant. I still have a ton of work to do to get this place ready to put on the market. You’ll be back in Pittsburgh by then.”

Crystal ignored her sister’s insinuation that she was skirting some sort of sororal responsibility by living one thousand miles away. What did Heather expect her to do, put her life on hold so she could help get their mother’s house into shape? Quit her finance job in order to spend a month hammering nails? It was Heather’s name on the title, Heather’s problem.

“Couldn’t you sell the house as-is, buyer beware?” Crystal asked.

“Even then I still have to clear out all the stuff Mom stored in the attic.”

“You didn’t do that after she died?”

Heather shook her head. “I had my hands full just getting the ground floor organized.”

Crystal believed it. Their mother had been a borderline hoarder. When she had eventually run out of space to put things in the main house, she had turned to the attic. With a few minor renovations, she’d had a full-sized access panel and pull-down ladder installed. That had been back when Crystal was still in elementary school. Every chance her mother got she had engaged the help of her daughters, neighbors, and friends to haul stuff up there, but Crystal had never paid much attention to what they were storing. She was pretty sure it was all junk.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I turned your old room into a guest room,” Heather said.

“Why would I mind?” Crystal asked. “Like you said, this is your house now.”

“I know, but I didn’t want you to think I was trying to . . . you know, erase your history here.”

Crystal flicked her wrist in dismissal. “A lot of time has passed since I thought of that room as mine.”

A tapping sound caused both sisters to turn sideways. The home’s open floor plan afforded them a perfect view of the puddle forming in the middle of the kitchen’s linoleum floor. Crystal followed the leak upward until her gaze landed on a waterlogged ceiling tile. The rain clouds she had noticed when her flight had landed must have finally burst open.

Heather sighed as she set Kato down and marched into the kitchen. Her strides were long and fluid. Nothing about Heather had changed since they’d last seen each other, Crystal thought. They might both be in their mid-thirties now, but Heather would always be the gorgeous, graceful sister.

“This is what I’m talking about, Crys.” Heather threw open a cabinet door, seemingly unsurprised when it looked dangerously close to falling off its hinges. “The place is coming apart at the seams. And it’s not like I have a lot of time to play Ms. Fix-It. It’s hard running your own restaurant. Some days I can barely pause to breathe, let alone worry about everything that needs to be done around here.”

Crystal felt herself softening. “I’m sorry, Heather. I had no idea things were so bad.”

“It’s not your fault.” Heather yanked a mixing bowl from the cabinet and positioned it in the center of the puddle. “It’s not like you were the one foolish enough to open a restaurant even after learning how abysmal the statistics are. And you haven’t been here in, what? Five years? Before Hurricane Irma tore through Florida, anyway. Sunset Shores might have gotten lucky when the eye veered away from the Gulf of Mexico, but a lot of places around here still suffered serious damage.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t think you’d care.”

“Of course I care.”

Heather leaned against the kitchen counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “Really?”

Crystal recognized the challenging look in her sister’s eye. “Yes, really,” she said. “You’re my sister.”

“You don’t call anymore.”

Crystal could feel her defenses rising. “I called you last month, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, to ask if you could stay here while you were in town for Suzy’s wedding.”

“That’s not fair. I could just as easily have booked a hotel room. But I wanted to see you. I thought we could catch up.”

“If you want to catch up so badly, why don’t you ever answer my calls?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Busier than you were before Mom died?”

Crystal opened her mouth to issue a rebuttal, but no words came.

Heather’s shoulders slumped, her arms dropping back to her sides. “I don’t blame you, Crys. I know you resent Mom for leaving this place to me. I do, too. Her giving me everything drove a wedge between us. It wasn’t fair—not to you, and not to me either.”

That familiar, gaping hole expanded inside of Crystal’s chest. “Why do you think she did it?”

The bowl was filling with water, enough so every raindrop seeping through the ceiling landed with an audible plop. Crystal listened to the steady rhythm, a rhythm that seemed to match the beating of her heart.

Her sister didn’t reply for so long Crystal had almost given up on getting a response when Heather finally said, “I don’t know for sure, but it might not have anything to do with us.”

Crystal hoped with all her heart that was true. She hated to think her angry words, blurted out in the heat of the moment, might have served as the catalyst for her mother’s actions.

“If you want to know my honest opinion,” Heather continued, her gaze fixed on the water accumulating in the mixing bowl, “it was probably an oversight. You know how careless Mom could be with paperwork.”

“That’s true.”

Heather looked up, and their eyes locked. Crystal experienced a strange sense of foreboding even before her sister said, “Either that or our mother had something up her sleeve—something neither one of us has figured out yet.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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The rapping of knuckles on wood startled Crystal awake the next morning. She shot upright, nearly toppling off the guest bed.

What time was it? It couldn’t be past seven. The sun wasn’t even up yet. She fumbled for her cell phone, wincing when the screen’s light shone directly into her retinas. Just as she suspected, it was early—too early for anyone to be making a social call. Whoever was here must have bad news to deliver.

Crystal flicked on the bedside lamp and threw the covers off. A sharp meow caused her to jump to her feet faster than she’d planned. Evidently Kato had snuck into her bed at some point during the night. And clearly he was just as displeased by the early morning interruption as she was.

“Sorry, Kato.” Crystal ruffled the fur on the top of the cat’s head. “I’m not used to sharing a bed with anyone.”

The orange tabby gave her a dirty look before licking one paw and methodically dragging it over the spot she’d touched.

“I don’t know what Heather’s been telling you, but I’m not that germy.”

Kato ignored her, too busy cleaning himself. It was just as well. Whoever was at the door had started knocking again, louder and more insistently this time.

“Guess I’ll have to get that.” Crystal grabbed the bathrobe her sister had loaned her off of the guest room chair, threw it on over her pajamas, and headed for the door, still talking to Kato over her shoulder. “It would take a zombie apocalypse to wake Heather up before ten. There’s a reason her restaurant doesn’t serve breakfast.”

Crystal turned on the lights as she traveled from the guest room, down the short hallway, and into the living area. It surprised her how easily she recalled the location of every light switch along the way. She hadn’t lived in this house for twenty years, and yet some remote part of her brain still clung to the little details. It was almost as if, subconsciously, she knew she would be back one day.

The absence of light outside made it impossible to see through the peephole, and Crystal wasn’t about to open the door without knowing who stood outside. Sunset Shores might be the type of place where you didn’t have to worry about hardened criminals showing up on your doorstep at five-thirty a.m. on a Thursday morning, but Crystal had lived in the city long enough to have adopted a more cautious attitude.

“Who is it?” she called out.

“Heather?” a male voice replied. “It’s Parker.”

Crystal’s heart stopped beating. “Parker Harrington?”

“Yeah.”

Crystal clutched the wall for support, her stomach executing a little flip. It couldn’t be. Parker Harrington had left Sunset Shores ages ago. She should know. He had dumped her just before announcing his intention to move clear across the country, claiming he couldn’t take another minute of small-town life.

So what was he doing here now?

“You going to let me in?” He sounded amused rather than annoyed.

Crystal reached for the doorknob. Her heart had started working again, pumping twice as fast and twice as hard as normal. She could feel every thump rattling her rib cage.

Drawing in a deep, steadying breath, she flung the door open. And there he was. Parker Harrington, in the flesh. He looked just as good as she remembered: broad chest, messy brown hair, dimpled cheeks, soulful chocolate-colored eyes you could get lost in if you weren’t careful. He was probably too old to still be playing football, and yet he hadn’t lost his quarterback’s build.

“Crystal?” Parker stumbled backward. Apparently he was just as startled to see her as she was him.

Crystal mustered up a smile, wishing she had thought to drag a brush through her longish brown locks before answering the door. “It’s me.”

Parker stood there, far enough away that she couldn’t read the expression on his face but close enough for her to get a whiff of his aftershave. Jasmine and vanilla, the same scent he’d worn twenty years ago. It was a combination that made her knees weak.

Without warning, Parker swept over the threshold and threw his arms around her. The gesture stunned her so much it took a second before she returned the hug.

His touch brought back a thousand memories: the way he had always exuded a warmth that could somehow reach every cell in her body even if they were merely holding hands; how the sun would catch on the golden flecks of his brown eyes, drawing attention to the ever-present mischievous twinkle that lived there; the unconscious habit he had of resting his fingertips against her back when they walked side by side, his touch so light it was barely more than a whisper of a breeze.

An involuntary sigh escaped her. Oh, how she had missed him.

Way too soon, he extracted himself from their embrace. The cool, October morning air rushed to fill the space he had vacated, triggering an outbreak of goose bumps up and down her arms. She wanted to reach for him again, but of course she had more sense than that. Instead, she cinched her bathrobe tighter and scooted farther back into the house, putting some distance between them as if that would be sufficient to banish any foolish urges.

“It really is you,” Parker said, a grin spreading across his face. “How long has it been?”

“A while.” Twenty years minus two months, to be exact, ever since Parker had completed his first semester of college and announced he was moving on. But she wasn’t going to bring that up.

“I knew you’d be back for Suzy’s wedding,” he said. “I just didn’t expect to run into you today.”

“That makes two of us.”

He gave her a once-over. “You look good. Like you, but better. More mature.”

Crystal had to resist the urge to finger-comb her hair.

“I’ve searched for you on Facebook,” he said.

“I’m not on Facebook. I can’t get behind the whole idea of publicizing life events online.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured. You always were a private person.”

Crystal shifted her feet. “So, what are you doing here?” She meant the question in more ways than one. What was he doing standing on Heather’s doorstep? What was he doing on this side of the country? What was he doing back in Sunset Shores? Then she recalled the early hour and felt a flicker of alarm. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine.” Parker pursed his lips. “Why?”

“It’s five-thirty in the morning.”

He relaxed. “Heather texted me last night to inform me she had a leak in the roof. She wanted me to come over and take a look. She should probably look at getting her doorbell fixed too. I don’t think it’s working.”

Crystal’s head was spinning. Heather and Parker were in contact? They had the type of relationship where they sent texts to each other? This was all so unexpected.

“I know it’s early, but this was the only time I could swing by before Heather’s scheduled to head on over to her restaurant,” Parker went on. “I’ve got back-to-back jobs lined up until this evening.”

Crystal blinked. Parker worked here, in Sunset Shores? Did that mean he lived here too? What had happened to the new life in California he couldn’t wait to start twenty years ago?

“I’m doing construction work now,” he said. “Mostly carpentry stuff, although I can muddle my way through a plumbing project in a pinch.”

“That’s a big change from becoming a lawyer.”

“Yeah, but I like it. At times I think about what my life would have been like if I’d actually finished my pre-law studies and gone into practice.”

“And?” she asked, wondering if he regretted giving up college, if he regretted giving up her.

“And, I can’t imagine being stuck inside all day. Construction work has me out in the sun, breathing in the fresh air, listening to the seagulls.” He grinned. “I enjoy it.”

She had to admit the sun and fresh air suited him. Standing there all tanned and healthy-looking in his stonewashed jeans and black T-shirt, he could have been posing for the cover of GQ magazine. But that was no surprise. Parker always had been the outdoorsy type. Back when they were an item football had been his passion. She supposed construction work offered a similar challenge in that he had to stay physically fit if he intended to succeed. She had just never expected him to choose a career that used more brawn than brains.

Parker hooked his thumbs through the belt loops of his jeans and rocked back on his heels. “So, can I come in?”

Crystal shook herself. “Yes, please.” She stepped aside, miscalculating the available space and banging her foot against the door. She tried not to wince and hoped Parker hadn’t noticed. “Come in and do whatever it is you need to do.”

“I actually need to get on the roof, but if you could show me where the leak is I’ll know where to go when I’m up there.”

“It’s in the kitchen.”

Crystal led the way, acutely aware of Parker’s presence two feet beside her. She could practically feel his body heat filling the space between them.

Fortunately, she made it to the kitchen without tripping over her feet. She pointed to the mixing bowl, still full of rainwater.

“There,” she said.

Parker approached the bowl, his eyes scrutinizing the ceiling above. His focus on something other than her gave Crystal the opportunity to study him. He really hadn’t changed much from the teenage Parker she had known so long ago. He had filled out more, but his movements and mannerisms were just as she remembered.

Standing here in her mother’s house with him again made her feel oddly nostalgic. Oh, how happy they’d been back then. Where would they be now if Parker hadn’t left?

A loud splat interrupted Crystal’s reverie. A chunk of wet plaster had fallen from the ceiling and onto the floor.

Parker scratched his head. “You definitely have a problem here.”

“You mean Heather has a problem,” Crystal corrected. “This is her house.”

He gave her a funny look. “Right.”

Parker looked as if he wanted to say something else. Crystal held her breath, bracing herself for his inevitable questions about what she had been doing for the past twenty years. Or did he already know? Had Heather filled him in?

He returned his attention to the ceiling. “I can work on patching the roof while Heather’s at work this evening, but while I’m here I’d like to check for any interior damage. Who knows how long that leak has been there.”

“Most of the damage would probably be in the attic,” Crystal said. “Do you want me to take you up there?”

“I’d appreciate it.”

She squelched the urge to start skipping like a schoolgirl as she led him down the hallway. She shouldn’t feel this euphoric about hunting for water damage. She had to remind herself that Parker had come here to work, not to chat about old times.

Still, she couldn’t prevent that little delicious bubble of anticipation from snaking through her veins as she thought about what might be in store for them once she got him alone up in the attic.

They entered the laundry room at the end of the hallway. Heather had removed a lot of their mother’s old stuff from the area, but she hadn’t gotten rid of everything. Stacks of old rags and bottles of rarely used cleaning supplies still lined the shelves built into the walls. A space between the washer and basin sink seemed to serve as a breeding area for old mops and brooms, and the corner near the dryer housed piles of empty buckets, dirty sponges, and a water hose that looked poised to strike.

“The attic’s up there.” Crystal pointed to the access panel in the ceiling. “There should be a stick around here we can use to pull down the hatch.”

Sure enough, the familiar wooden pole still sat propped up in the corner where her mother used to store it. From the dust caked on the hook at the end, she didn’t gather Heather had ever used it since taking ownership of the place.

Crystal maneuvered around a couple buckets of cat litter and grabbed the pole. She tried not to think about Parker watching her as she lifted it toward the ceiling. Thankfully, she managed to catch the hook through the pull ring after only a few clumsy attempts. The access panel swung down, and the slanted, collapsible ladder her mother had had installed unfurled toward them.

Crystal gave the ladder a shake to test its sturdiness before beginning her ascent. When she reached the top, she pulled the overhead light string, relieved when the bulb actually turned on.

The musty smell was new, but the attic looked much as she remembered. Boxes, piles of old blankets and quilts, and discarded end tables and other smaller items littered the floor. The rest of the available space housed lamps, knickknacks, and old clothes preserved in yellowing plastic as well as other odds and ends. Crystal had trouble identifying exactly what surrounded her. A thick layer of dust coated everything in sight.

Parker let out a low whistle as he finished his own climb up the ladder. “Check this out. I had no idea this house had so much attic storage.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like I invited my friends up here when they came over to visit,” Crystal said. “You saw the house when Mom lived here. She hated the thought of throwing anything away.”

“I’m surprised your mom managed to get all of this up here. Some of those trunks over there look awfully heavy.”

“She wrangled everyone else into doing the actual work. Every chance she got she had me or Heather or one of the neighbor guys carry something up here for her. Lucky for you we didn’t start hanging out until high school, or she would have enlisted your help too. But the attic was already mostly full by the time we met.”

Parker’s mouth lifted into a wistful smile. Crystal wondered if his thoughts had also shifted to that day when they had first run into each other. She had been a freshman, he a sophomore. One afternoon early in the school year they had found themselves at the same lunch table. Crystal had felt an instant connection as soon as they had started talking. After that, they had become inseparable.

She tore her gaze away from him. Memory lane could be a painful place, and she didn’t want to go down that road right now.

Fortunately, Parker also seemed content to leave the past behind them. “The kitchen would be over there,” he said, sliding some boxes around. “I’ll get as close as I can, try to get an idea of the extent of the water damage.”

“Okay.”

Parker bent down to examine an orange extension cord stretched across the floor. “You have electricity up here?”

“Not that I know of.” Crystal eyed the light fixture, reconsidering. “But I could be wrong.”

Parker followed the extension cord to a hole in the floor. “Looks like this is plugged in somewhere in the laundry room—assuming it is plugged in.”

“I don’t know what Mom would have up here that needed plugging in.”

“Let’s find out.”

Parker started feeling his way toward the other end of the cord, moving boxes and things out of the way to create a wide enough footpath. Even his slight rearrangements stirred up so much dust that Crystal’s eyes began to water. She rubbed her nose and tried not to sneeze as she followed him.

Parker stopped when they reached the other end of the attic. “Looks like this connects to a freezer.”

“A freezer?” Crystal could hear a faint hum coming from the white, rectangular chest freezer in front of them, but her brain couldn’t make sense of it. Why on earth would her mother keep a freezer plugged in up here?

“Sounds like it’s running,” Parker said. “Let’s see if anything’s inside.”

He brushed aside some old cobwebs and relocated the stacks of books piled atop the freezer. Obstructions out of the way, he eased open the lid.

Parker’s sharp intake of breath was Crystal’s first indication that something was wrong.

“What is it?” she asked, dread tightening the muscles of her stomach.

Parker didn’t look at her, his gaze fixed on whatever he’d found. “Uh, you might want to head on back downstairs.”

“I’m not going anywhere until I see what’s in there.”

Before Parker could protest, Crystal took two giant steps forward. But once she caught sight of what had him so unnerved, she wished she had heeded his advice.

Stuffed inside the freezer was something she never would have expected to see.

It was a man’s dead body.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Crystal screamed. And she kept on screaming until even Heather had no choice but to wake up and come stumbling into the attic.

“What in blazes is going on up here?” Heather said, yawning as she scaled the last step of the ladder. She noticed Parker and gave him a little wave. “Hey, you made it.”

The frown on Parker’s face suggested he wished he hadn’t made it. Crystal figured he probably regretted not hitting the delete button immediately upon receiving Heather’s text the night before.

“What’s all the racket about?” Heather said, turning toward Crystal. “Did you see a mouse or something?”

A mouse? Crystal shivered as she pictured two beady eyes staring at her from the shadows. Then she reminded herself they had much bigger problems to deal with at the moment.

“We have a situation.” Crystal aimed her finger at the freezer. “Colin Hill is in there.”

“Colin Hill?” Heather scratched her head before recognition seemed to slam into her. She stumbled backward, almost falling through the access hatch. “You mean Colin, Mom’s old boyfriend, the one who ran off on her twenty years ago?”

“That’s the one,” Crystal confirmed. “Except apparently he didn’t run off. He must have been frozen up here this whole time.”

“Frozen?” Heather squeaked.

“Someone rigged up an old freezer and stuffed Coach Hill in it,” Parker said.

Heather’s mouth opened and closed, but no sounds came out.

Crystal had forgotten Colin had been Parker’s football coach the one semester he’d attended Coastal State University. Parker must be just as shocked by their discovery as she was. Although, he didn’t appear to be overly distraught. His jaw was taut and he didn’t look happy, but he didn’t look devastated either. Of course, twenty years had passed since any of them had seen Colin. They had all undoubtedly come to terms with his abrupt departure years ago.

Not his departure, his disappearance, Crystal corrected herself. All these years everyone had thought Colin had run off, but that wasn’t the case at all. Someone had taken his life from him.

Unless . . .

She spun toward Parker. “Do you think Colin somehow trapped himself in that freezer?”

Parker’s brow furrowed. “You think Coach fell in there by accident?”

“I don’t know, but it’s possible, right?” Crystal’s spirits brightened as she worked out how it might have happened. “He could have come up here for some reason and tripped. Maybe he went to steady himself against the freezer but lost his balance. He could have knocked the lid closed when he toppled inside.”

Crystal recalled the last time she’d seen Colin Hill. It was December of 1999, winter break of her senior year in high school. She had been about to leave on a road trip with her mother to check out some of the state universities. Most of her peers had taken a similar tour their junior year, but she had always planned on attending Coastal State University located half an hour away. That had been the plan anyway until Parker had dumped her. After that, she couldn’t bear the idea of being at Coastal State without him.

Crystal peeked back inside the freezer. Colin looked just as she remembered from twenty years ago. Same graying brown hair. Same receding hairline. Same thick but softening build so common to middle-aged ex-football players. But despite his padded waistline, he had still been a formidable presence when she’d known him.

Except now he looked anything but formidable. Maybe it was because she was older now, an adult in her own right. How odd to think he had been up here for more than half of her lifetime.

“Get real, Crys,” Heather said. “Nobody could trap themselves in a freezer. Especially not in that position.”

Crystal could see Heather’s point. Colin was folded over at the waist, the only way he could fit inside the cavity.

Parker dragged his fingers through his hair. “We probably ought to call the police.”

Heather bobbed her head. “Yes. We should.”

“Definitely,” Crystal agreed.

They looked between one another, nobody making a move for their phone. Crystal had a legitimate reason. She had left her cell phone in the guest room. And, considering that Heather still wore her pajamas, she doubted her sister had brought her phone with her either.

But Parker had to have his with him. Still, he stood there, looking lost. Crystal supposed she couldn’t blame him. This situation fell outside her realm of experience and probably his too. Dead people in the attic? How did a person prepare for such a scenario?

Heather met Crystal’s eye. Crystal could tell her sister was thinking about their conversation from the previous night. Our mother had something up her sleeve—something neither one of us has figured out yet. Could Colin Hill be why their mother had left the house to Heather? But that didn’t make any sense. Why would their mother want Heather to have to deal with this?

Kato hopped through the access panel, having evidently scaled the ladder all by himself. The cat gave the stale air a disdainful sniff before sauntering toward them. When he reached the freezer, he stood on his hind legs, set his front paws on the rim, and poked his nose over the edge. He must not have been impressed because pretty soon he had all four feet back on the floor and was looking between the humans as if to ask when breakfast would be served.

Parker slammed the freezer lid shut. “I’d better make that call.” He pulled a cell phone from the back pocket of his jeans as he wandered to the other side of the attic.

Crystal watched him, feeling as if she were having an out-of-body experience. How surreal was it to be back in her childhood home while her first love, the old boyfriend she hadn’t seen in two decades, called in a human body frozen in her sister’s attic? Never in a million years could she have ever dreamed up such a scenario.

Heather sidled up to Crystal. “How do you think that . . .” She flapped her hand toward the chest freezer. “. . . Colin ended up here?”

“Well, like I said before, he could have tripped—”

Heather cut her off with a groan. “He didn’t fall in there, Crys.”

Deep down, Crystal didn’t think so either. Still, she could feel her hackles rising at her sister’s easy dismissal of her theory. “Well, what do you think happened to him then?”

“Somebody had to have killed him while you and Mom were touring colleges that Christmas break,” Heather said.

“And how did he end up in our attic?”

“His killer had to have put him up here.” Heather’s lips puckered. “I don’t see how they could have done that without me noticing though.”

“You might have stayed in Sunset Shores that week, but you weren’t home all the time,” Crystal pointed out. “You were busy practicing for your role in that play, remember?”

“I remember. Our Town.”

“Whoever killed Colin could have snuck into the house while you were rehearsing with the drama club.”

Heather leaned against a bookcase, looking queasy. “So I guess that means he’s been here the whole time I’ve been living here.”

Crystal knew her sister was referring to when she’d moved back into the house after their mother’s death and not her high school years. And, for once, the reminder of how Heather had been the sole inheritor of their childhood home didn’t bring with it an accompanying bout of pain.

“Do you think Mom knew he was up here?” Heather asked.

“I doubt it. Mom stopped coming into the attic when it became too crowded to hold any more stuff. She wouldn’t have a clue what was going on up here.”

“Unless she used the space thing as an excuse,” Heather countered. “Maybe the real reason Mom stopped getting people to carry her things up here is because she feared someone would notice Colin’s body.”

Crystal’s short-lived relief popped like a soap bubble. Could Heather be right? Could their mother have lived here all those years fully aware that her former boyfriend’s body occupied the space above her?

Parker ambled back over to them. “Authorities are on their way.”

“Then I’d better get downstairs so I can let them in.” Heather gathered Kato in her arms. The cat meowed a protest, but Crystal couldn’t tell if his objection stemmed from being picked up or because he still hadn’t been served breakfast despite being surrounded by three able-bodied humans.

Parker looked at his watch. “I suppose I ought to wait until the police get here.”

“Oh, this whole thing is going to make you late for your jobs, isn’t it?” Heather grimaced. “I’m so sorry, Park. I never imagined you’d be held up here when I texted you yesterday.”

Crystal tensed. Park? The reminder of how friendly Heather and Parker had become made her both sad and a little annoyed.

“Not your fault,” Parker said. “Though I’ll have to come by another time to take a look at that leak.”

“The leak. Ugh.” Heather set Kato on the floor and clamped both hands on her head. “I don’t even want to think about that right now.”

“You’re not going to have a choice if you don’t get it patched up before the next heavy rainstorm. And this being Florida, you’ll be lucky to have a few hours tops before you’re mopping water off the kitchen floor again.”

Heather groaned. “Let’s just hope water is the only thing that needs cleaning up next time.”

Crystal hoped so too. Right now she was seriously starting to regret not booking that hotel room after all.
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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A knock sounded on the front door shortly after everyone relocated to the ground floor. Crystal and Parker hung back while Heather went to answer it. Heather looked ill, and Parker kept fidgeting as if he didn’t know where to put his hands. They were all clearly on edge.

Kato was the only one who didn’t act shaken by their recent discovery. He kept glancing toward the laundry room as if he were itching to climb up that ladder again. Crystal hoped he was more intrigued by the possibility of mice than their gruesome freezer find.

Crystal stood at attention while Heather opened the door. She was curious to see who had been sent over to respond to Parker’s call. Sunset Shores boasted a relatively small population, and it wasn’t inconceivable that the first person on the scene would be someone she knew from twenty years ago.

But the tall, lanky, uniformed officer standing on the other side of the door looked barely out of high school.

“Hey,” he said to Heather. “I’m Bruce, I mean Officer Stevens. I got a call about a—” He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “—a body.”

“Yes.” Heather gestured for him to enter. “It’s up in the attic.”

Officer Stevens looked rather unsteady as he stepped inside the house. He probably had about as much experience with dead bodies as they did.

Before Heather could shut the door, the squeal of tires announced the arrival of another visitor. A brown sedan pulled up to the curb, and a stout, fifty-something man emerged from the driver’s side. He strode up the walkway and through the door without waiting for an invitation. Dressed deceptively simply in a blue button-down shirt and tan slacks, he possessed the type of presence that commanded attention.

“Detective Pete Franklin,” he said to Heather, flashing a police badge in her face. “Homicide. Someone here called in a situation?”

“Detective Franklin!” Officer Stevens sagged with relief.

Franklin acknowledged his colleague with a nod. “Stevens. What have you accomplished so far?”

“Nothing.” Stevens bit his lip. “I mean, I just arrived on scene.”

Franklin turned toward Heather. “Where’s the body?”

“In the attic,” Heather told him. “Access is through the laundry room at the end of the hallway.”

“Stevens,” Franklin barked, “I’m heading into the attic. You stay here and direct the crime scene team to join me when they arrive.”

Stevens saluted. “Yes, sir.”

“In the meantime, take down names and statements from everyone present.”

Stevens bobbed his head so vigorously Crystal could hear his neck pop.

“You.” The detective jabbed a finger at Parker. “Were you present when the deceased was discovered?”

“I was,” Parker confirmed.

“Then come with me.” The detective eyed Heather and Crystal. “You two, give Stevens a full statement about what you witnessed and anything you believe might help us.”

Without waiting for a response, Detective Franklin spun on his heel and strode off in the direction of the laundry room, leaving Parker jogging to keep up.

Stevens gave Heather and Crystal a lopsided grin. “Looks like I need to ask you two some questions. Would you like to sit down?”

“Might as well,” Crystal said, taking a seat on the larger of the two couches. What she would have really liked was to change into some real clothes and freshen up a little, but she didn’t figure the police would rank that as a high priority.

Heather perched next to Crystal. She tucked one foot underneath her before changing her mind and dropping it back to the floor. Crystal couldn’t imagine her sister felt any more comfortable than she did sitting around in pj’s while strangers took over her house.

Stevens eased onto the loveseat opposite them and extracted a notepad and pen from the pocket of his slacks. “So, what can you tell me?”

Crystal glanced at Heather, wondering if she would prefer to explain the situation. After all, this was her house. Anything that happened from here on out would involve her property.

But Heather stayed mum. Maybe she expected Crystal to do the honors since she had seen Colin’s body first.

Stevens shifted in his seat. He looked distinctly uncomfortable. It was obvious he was too much of a rookie to lead a witness interview. Crystal wondered how long he had been on the force. He barely looked old enough to grow a beard, let alone graduate from the police academy.
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