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Chapter One


          

          May 2021

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not going in,” I muttered under my breath to no one in particular as I stood momentarily paralyzed outside of St. Peter’s Roman Catholic Church in Point Pleasant Beach, New Jersey. I’d recently learned from the Borough of Point Pleasant Beach’s website their tagline was, A Historic Past and a Vibrant Future. I chuckled to myself, “A vibrant future indeed!” remembering Grace and Frankie’s Adult-oriented company name on my favorite Netflix show to binge-watch when I had nothing else to do, which these days seemed to be most of the time.

      Suddenly, spanked out of my daydream, my older sister Katie had sneaked up behind me, her auburn hair identical to mine shining in the sun. “Come on, Cord; you can’t stand out here all day. You know what Gram would have said.”

      We both recited it together, “Time’s a-wastin’, no time for pastin’.”

      “What does that even mean?” I asked. I wiped a sudden tear from my eye. “Now, we can’t even ask her.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. She made it up as she went along, like pretty much everything she said and did. She was an amazing lady. Now, let’s go celebrate her life.” She motioned behind her. “Come on, guys.” Erin, four and Shannon, two obeyed immediately, followed by her downtrodden husband Jack. She snapped the whip. “Come on, Jack, we want a good seat.”

      He gathered up the girls. “Yes, my love. We’re coming.”

      I felt sorry for him, such a nice guy but no match for Katie. No man seemed to be a match for Katie.

      Three rows from the front, I spotted Lily, my younger sister, her husband Rory, and their toddlers, Finn, three and Dylan, almost two. They had their hands full. Lily mouthed, “Help,” as we approached their pew. Collin ran from one end of the pew to the other. Finn attempted to vault over the back of it. Rory nearly allowed him to, seconds before I grabbed the boy.

      The chapel pews were nearly full, and we would have been out of luck had Lily not saved the whole row. I tried not to stare at the casket where Catherine Carrie McDougal Corbett was laid out. The lighting made her look so angelic; I thought she might rise and fly among us at any point.

      I glanced down slightly to see my parents Liam and Orania ‘Rani’ Corbett in the front row. Their heads appeared to be bowed in prayer, but odds were they were discussing what they’d be serving when everyone came to the house after the service. My dad wasn’t much for sentimentality. Besides, my Gram had finally succumbed after suffering from lung cancer for five years, so it seemed as much a relief as a shock to most of the family. Unfortunately for me, I sat firmly in the camp who thought she’d never die.
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        * * *

      

      By ‘the house,’ I hadn’t meant their house in New Rochelle, New York, where we all grew up, trying to replicate the Dick Van Dyke Show in the 1960’s videos my dad ordered on DVD from God knows where, but my Gram’s house at 105 Trenton Avenue in Point Pleasant Beach. It was a hundred-year-old five-bedroom, three-bath bungalow, two blocks from the beach, backing up to Little Silver Lake. One of my earliest memories is sitting in the backyard with my Grampa, dangling our feet in the water, fishing for nothing.

      It felt strange with my parents in charge at Gram’s house, because that was never allowed while she lived. She’d be shooing them out of the kitchen, reminding them that her grandparents built this house, the first generation from Galway, Ireland. They would come back from the dead if they messed with her. I smiled at the notion that my Gram brought me up, never to forget I had the heart and soul of a Galway girl. I reckoned I never would.
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        * * *

      

      I wondered how long I had been daydreaming when I heard my dad finish his sentence with “…the reading of her last will and testament.”

      Lily plunked down next to me on the floor within a couple of seconds. She chuckled. “They never did have enough chairs in this place. And Gram always said…. We repeated it together, “Those closest to the floor can sit on it.”

      She threw her arm around me. “How come you haven’t come by in a while? I miss you, girl.”

      I smiled. “Well, the last time I did, it took me three weeks to get all the Play Dough out of my hair.”

      She hit my arm. “You lie so bad. That never takes me more than three days.” She realized, “It’s that guy. Didn’t he dump you?”

      I nodded. “Yes, Corbin.”

      She shook it off. “Aw, he had a stupid name anyway. Besides, he wasn’t your type. You need to find someone who adores you, not someone who’s too busy to take you to lunch because he’s on the squash court with his accountant.” She thought of something else. “So, what are you doing about your apartment? Doesn’t your lease run out next month?”

      I groaned. “Yes, and it’s driving me crazy. I love living in the Village, but what’s the point now that I lost my job at Goldman Sachs?” I rolled my eyes. “I’m thinking about a career move. I want to start my own company.”

      She nearly jumped off the floor. “That’s so great! I’m happy to hear you want to get off Wall Street. You were never suited to that. What do you want to do?”

      I scratched my head as I tried to come up with something clever. “Um, something un-Wall Streetish.”

      Lily hugged me. “I’m worried about you, Cord. I think you are depressed.”

      I defended myself. “Well, of course I’m depressed. Gram just died. Isn’t that one of the stages of grieving?”

      Katie sat on my other side, ignoring the fact that Lily and I were having a moment. Subtlety not being her best quality, she whispered loudly, "So, what do you think the big secret is with this will reading? Doesn’t she just sell the house, and we divide the money equally? I figure it’s worth about a million and a half. And don’t you think Mom and Dad should be considered one household like the rest of us?”

      I thought about it. “Oh, I don’t know, Kate. I thought that since they are the next generation, they will inherit whatever there is, and maybe we’ll inherit the leftovers when they die.”

      She considered that concept. “No. What’s the point of that? They might live another thirty years. They’re barely sixty. Dad can still run five miles a day when he wants to. He’s far too healthy.”

      Lily and I stared at her.

      Finally, my mom and dad came out of the kitchen, which sat by itself, segregated in the rear of the house with the living room in the front, typical of a turn-of-the-century bungalow. If they knew what Gram had written in the document, they weren’t giving it away. They stood by the natural stone fireplace and called everyone to their attention. Looking around, I remembered how dark this living room used to be when it was all-natural wood, but Gram had it all updated when Grampa died, having it sheet-rocked and painting most of it white, bringing it into this century. Had I owned this house, I would have removed the wall between the kitchen and the living room, making it one huge space on the first floor, but what did I know?

      Before starting, my dad waited for everyone to quiet down. Several of my aunts, uncles, and cousins were there, so probably thirty people were waiting for the outcome of the reading. I seemed to be the only one with little interest. After all the build-up, I figured my mom and dad would get anything significant.

      Dad loved the stage and seemed to relish the moment. “I’d like to thank you all for coming today. As you may know, my mother was very specific in her wishes that no one is sad in the event of her death. I know this is a difficult task for many of us, but we continue to try.”

      He pulled a document from a file folder. “There is one particular section that she requested I read for the first time when we are all together, so I am doing as she wished.” He looked up and smiled. “Or I know she will come back and make my life miserable.”

      My mom said, “Get on with it, Liam.”

      He started reading. “My loving family, if this is being read to you by Liam, then I have finally passed. First, let me tell you that I loved you all dearly, and I will miss each and every one of you, especially you, my darling son. I look forward to the day we meet again in heaven.”

      His voice cracked, and he wiped a tear from his eye.

      He waited a few seconds to compose himself, then continued. “As most of you know, I am a huge proponent of housing, and I have spent much of my life fighting homelessness. It is very important to me that my close heirs become homeowners, so I have decided to contribute in this way. If any of my grandchildren are not homeowners at the point that I pass, I am passing the deed and ownership of this property on to them. There is only one condition. They must live in this house and agree never to sell it. They must then agree to make the same stipulation in their will.”

      He paused and looked around the room. No one said a word.

      He continued. “In the event that all of the grandchildren are already homeowners, then the property will be sold, and the proceeds donated to sheltertheworld.org. If multiple grandchildren do not own a house, they may share the house until the point that one remaining is the sole owner, or they may share for life, but it may not be sold. The rest of the document may be read in private and shared later. There is nothing unusual in it.”

      He stopped and asked, “Does anyone have any questions?”

      Katie asked, “Does anyone have a lighter?”

      My mom jumped in immediately. “No, we don’t have a lighter, and burning the will isn’t going to solve anything. The attorney has copies.”

      Katie looked serious. “I’m not talking about for the will. I’m talking about the house. There’s still time to get the insurance money. At that point, the house is a moot issue.”

      Lily raised her hand. Dad pointed at her, ignoring Katie’s question completely. She asked, “Can this will be contested? I’m not sure she was of sound mind when she did this.”

      Katie spoke again. “How can you two be so cool? You’re impacted more than we are. You were her immediate heirs. Doesn’t this tick you off in the least?”

      My dad spoke quietly. “We knew what she’d put in there all along. We had that conversation many times. Mom’s death was never a part of our retirement plan. We knew she would never want the house sold, and we had no desire to live here.” Then he turned to me. “Sweetheart, you’re the only daughter we haven’t heard from. I’d love to hear your reaction.”

      I hadn’t had much time to absorb the fact that my life had been completely turned upside down in the course of a few seconds. On the other hand, I had to admit that I was ready for a change, so why not this one? I realized everyone in the room stared at me. I had no choice but to speak.

      “I loved Gram with all my heart. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that I spent more time here both as a kid and as an adult than either of you did.”

      I motioned to Lily and Katie. I smiled to have found my voice. “Gram and I had a special bond. I somehow feel that it was written in the stars that I should be the keeper of 105 Trenton Avenue. Yes. I’ll do it.”

      Katie stood up and walked out, yelling behind her, “Jack, grab the kids. We’re leaving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, I packed boxes in my apartment in Greenwich Village at Mac Dougal Alley and Waverly Place. Normally, Katie and Lily would be here helping me, but they were still adjusting to the fact that their slacker sister now had a million-dollar net worth. At the same time, they struggled to make the mortgage payments on their multi-million-dollar houses in Westchester County, New York.

      It still seemed surreal. I felt good that at least my parents didn’t feel any kind of way about it. They were still in my corner or at least didn’t resent me. My sisters, especially Katie, might take a while to come around.

      It only took me a few hours to pack everything I owned and move it from my furnished apartment into my 1991 Jeep Wrangler. I thought it would be fun to own a car born the same year I was. Although sometimes, it made me jealous, my car had more energy than I did. I needed a new life, and moving to Point Pleasant Beach might be the only way to get it.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at my new home in the morning on Wednesday, June 9th. I decided to sleep in the back bedroom because I had always slept there before Gram died. It felt the most natural, and since I hadn’t moved any furniture, the bed felt like it always had, soft but firm and secure.

      I woke at seven by a Facetime call, surprisingly, Katie and Lily. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, wondering if I saw right. The last I knew, they weren’t speaking to me.

      Katie yelled, “Wake up, sleepyhead! It’s the first day of the rest of your life. You should be out running on the beach or strolling on the sand for shells, something other than sleeping.”

      I stretched and yawned. I wasn’t letting them off the hook. “Hey, I thought you weren’t speaking to me.”

      Lily took over, likely to be more convincing. “Can you ever forgive us, Cord? We got a little caught up in the moment. What matters to us is that you are happy, and getting you out of the city made a huge difference. When we thought about it, we realized how perfect it was. And now we’re going to say it together.”

      They counted down. “Three, two, one. We’re sorry!”

      I sat up in bed. “You’re forgiven. If you guys can forgive me for eating the goldfish, I can forgive you for this.”

      Katie said, “Aww, poor Goldie. She never knew what hit her.”

      I scratched my head and asked, “Hey, Kate, what are you doing at Lil’s house anyway?”

      She scrunched up her face. “I couldn’t deal with Jack another second. If he kissed up to me one more time, I thought I would throw up. Why doesn’t he have a backbone? Just once, I wish he’d say ‘no’ or tell me to shut up.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. “He is a nice guy. He surely doesn’t deserve you.” I wondered if she’d get my meaning.

      Katie looked a little confused. “Thanks.”

      I clarified without clarifying. “You know what I mean.”

      She let it drop. She had something else on her mind. “So, what’s your plan, Cord? What are you going to do when you grow up?”

      I wasn’t comfortable with where this conversation seemed to be going. My mom and dad had pretty much given up on it and had probably resorted to prayer that my ambitious side would kick in at some point. But at thirty, I wondered if even they were giving up. I jumped out of bed, wishing I could leave my iPhone there, and headed for the bathroom. I started brushing my teeth with my Sonicare, trying to drown her out.

      I could barely hear her trying to yell over the buzz. “Cord, Cord, Cord. Cord, hey Cord!”

      I momentarily stopped brushing. “Sorry, I’m brushing my teeth.”

      She yelled, “Stop that! You’re trying to drown me out.”

      I agreed. “Okay, I am. But that’s because I don’t want to hear the same old lecture about how I need to be like you. I’ll never be like you.”

      She tried a different approach. “Okay, you don’t have to be like me. How about Lily? You could be more like her.”

      I felt like I might scream. “No! I’m not going to be like either of you. I came down here so I could be myself. I never fit in, in New York City. I never even liked the Village that much. I hated Wall Street. You know the last thing I did that I really loved?”

      Lily sat on the edge of her seat. “No, Sweetheart. What?”

      “Right here in Point Pleasant Beach, right after I turned sixteen, when I spent that summer with Gram working at Kohr’s Frozen Custard since 1923, not to be confused with Kohr’s The Original Frozen Custard since 1919, or Original Kohr Brothers Frozen Custard also since 1919.”

      Katie responded, “That’s a lot of Kohr’s. I’m not even going to ask why there are so many, but what did you like about it? I’d absolutely hate serving screaming kids ice cream cones all day, every day. I think we have a basic personality difference.”

      I stared at her in disbelief that she might be just discovering this. “Ya, think? If you’re a Type A personality, I’m a Type Z.”

      She tried to convince me. “We’re not that different. We used to all dress as the same thing on Halloween every year.”

      I laughed. “We used to wear the same pajamas on Christmas Eve, too, but that didn’t make us Santa Claus.”

      Lily broke in. “So, now that you’re back in Point, you’re going to get a job at Kohr’s? Tell me you’re not. They called that a summer job for a reason. You do it for a summer to get it out of your system.”

      I smiled dreamily. “When I think how simple life was back then, it makes me long to go back. I don’t think it would be so bad, even if I did it while I got my bearings. I could make a few bucks, get a feel for the place again. I’m sure a lot has changed in fourteen years.”

      Katie quipped. “Well, there were a lot less tattoos back then, I can guarantee that.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t get me started about tattoos. Remember in elementary school when Bobby Smith accused me of having one.”

      Lily laughed. “Well, you didn’t have to punch him, Cord.”

      I was incensed. “He looked up my skirt, for God’s sake. I should have done a lot worse.”

      Katie chuckled. “You were also nine and had snow pants on.”

      I smiled. “It’s the principle of the thing.”

      Lily cackled. “I bet you wouldn’t mind now if Robert Smith, Esquire, took a peek these days. He’s gotten really cute, and he’s available again, I hear.”

      I couldn’t believe it. “Don’t tell me the quarterback and the prom queen got divorced. Do tell!”

      Katie had the dirt. “Here’s what I heard. He got so tired of her flipping her hair with her ‘Valley Girl’ voice that he started spending all of his time at work, including nights and weekends. So, she filed for divorce on the grounds of abandonment.” Kate seemed to be enjoying this. “Well, since he is an attorney, not wanting to be outdone, he countersued on the grounds of cruel and inhuman treatment, something about fingernails on a chalkboard.”

      I finished brushing my teeth. “Hey, guys, unless you are getting in the shower with me, I’d better go.”

      Lily laughed. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time. Remember when mom tried to save hot water and shoved us all in the shower at the same time?”

      I complained. “Yes, I always got water in my ears.”

      Katie concluded the call. “So, all we got out of this call is that you’re going to try and get back your summer job from fourteen years ago. How are we going to report that to Mom?”

      I couldn’t believe it. “Mom put you up to this?” Then I thought about it and understood. “Oh, I get it now. She probably wanted to make us all get along again. She didn’t really care about the outcome of the call. Besides, she wouldn’t care if I got my summer job back as long as I didn’t go back to Wall Street.”

      Lily took control of the conversation. “Okay, Cord, you go shower then get that job at Kohr’s. You’re going to need money coming in eventually. I get that you have no mortgage, but the property taxes on that place have to be at least a thousand a month, so it’s not like you’re going to be living for free.”

      I wasn’t worried. “It’s not like I didn’t save any of my Goldman Sachs money. I’ve got a decent stash, but you’re right. I don’t want to drain it.” I started to take off my pajamas.

      Katie complained, “You realize we’re still here, right?”

      I chuckled. “I figured I’d have to do something to get rid of you two. I’ll talk to you later.” I hung up and turned on the shower. I had a big day ahead of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      I decided not to overdress for my unscheduled interview. I saw on Kohr’s Facebook page that they were accepting applications, so I had all I needed to know. I seemed to be a shoo-in. I felt pretty sure that I could beat out the high school and college kids I’d be competing with. I was a touch overqualified, but I felt pretty sure they would take what they could get with today's job market. I wondered what they paid. I’d heard convenience stores were paying upwards of twenty dollars an hour due to the job market; people were simply dropping out of the market completely or sitting at home collecting unemployment, exceeding what they ever made working. The world had gone insane.

      I opted for a one-piece black floral romper with black gladiator sandals, perfect for the beach but professional enough for an interview. Besides, if any cute guys were on the beach, I looked hot enough to get a few looks. Hey, being single, no one in my life could complain about guys looking at me. I got so tired of that after a while. I always thought it was fine if they looked but didn’t touch. Most of the guys I had been with didn’t share that philosophy. I felt relieved to be alone.

      I signed on to their Facebook site to see if Kohr’s Frozen Custard posted their manager’s name on their home page, so I’d know who to ask for. Nothing came up when I clicked on the ‘About’ link. I figured, though, whoever ran the place was probably a distant relative of Archie Kohr, the original purchaser of the first ice cream machine in the Kohr family, located at their dairy farm in York, Pennsylvania, back in 1917. I learned when I worked there that eventually they relocated to the Jersey shore in 1919, creating all three Kohr Frozen Custard companies still in business today.

      When I worked there fourteen years ago, Sally Kohr McIntosh ran it, a great-granddaughter of Elton Kohr, Archie’s younger brother. According to Sally, Elton split from his brothers in 1923 to start the Point Pleasant Beach Kohr’s. He never expanded his part of the business beyond that location, even though the other brothers expanded into Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia.

      It only took seven minutes to walk from the house to Kohr’s. I couldn’t quite call it my house yet. I wondered if I’d ever be able to think of it as anything but Gram’s house. I started thinking about what to say when I got there, when suddenly I arrived. The Chippy’s Fresh French Fries down the boardwalk smelled tantalizing. They made me feel right at home. I can’t count the number of times I had lunch there when I worked at Kohr’s. We complimented one another perfectly as neighbors on the boardwalk. They provided lunch or dinner, and we provided dessert. Sure, they sold funnel cakes, but who didn’t prefer ice cream when push came to shove?

      I got a pit in my stomach as I approached Kohr’s. What if I’d made a huge mistake? What if they hated me? What if they laughed in my face? I decided to face my fears. When I went to the counter, there appeared to be a middle-aged woman working in the back, preparing for the day. When she turned around, I wasn’t sure, but it looked like an older version of Sally Kohr McIntosh, still here after all these years. She was around twenty-five when I worked here, so that would make her nearly forty now. This had to be her.

      I asked, “Sally, is that you?”

      She nearly jumped over the counter. “Oh my God, Cordelia Corbett, Jewel of the Sea, as I live and breathe.”

      I couldn’t believe she still remembered what my name meant in Gaelic.

      She thought about hugging me over the counter but then glanced around at several of her employees and backed off. She’d probably reprimanded them for doing something similar. She asked, “So, what are you doing with yourself?”

      She set me up perfectly. “I’m looking for a job. I’m hoping you have one for me. I recently inherited my Gram’s house, so I’m living down here now.”

      She looked at me with wide eyes. “You’re kidding me. I just posted an Assistant Manager position on Indeed. And I don’t need to interview you. You were one of my star employees. If you want the job, it’s yours.”

      I couldn’t believe it. “Are you still the manager?”

      She laughed. “Well, kind of. I own the place now. I’m technically manager, too, but I’ve been looking for someone a little more mature than most of the employees that run through here. I can’t believe you walked in here today. This is a miracle.” She looked around. “You’re not an ex-con or anything, are you?”

      I laughed. “God, no. I just got fired from my last job, but it just wasn’t a good fit.”

      She finally reached across the counter, defying her initial reluctance. “Then, give me a hug, girl. This is the best day I’ve had in a while.” We hugged.

      I got chills at the coincidence of our timing. “I feel the same way, Sally.”

      Sally smiled broadly. “Hey, it’s early; let’s go for a walk down the beach and catch up. I thought about opening early, because I got here and had nothing better to do, but we won’t start getting any real customers for a couple of hours. One of the kids is due in any minute so they can finish opening.”

      I agreed and waited while she closed up the front. Within a few minutes, she came outside, hugging me for real. She held me at arm’s length. “Wow, you’ve really filled out. You were such a skinny kid.”

      I looked down, wondering if she had called me fat. I realized she meant that I’d matured in the chest area. “Oh, you mean these. Yeah, they swooped in during the fall after I worked here. Thank God. I didn’t think I’d have anything to speak of, being a touch of a late bloomer. Too bad they waited so long. I could probably have gotten Tommy Peterson to look at me when he worked here.”

      She shook her head as we headed down the boardwalk. “Well, if that’s what it took to get Tommy to look, you were better off without him. That’s something I’ve learned in my thirty-nine years.”

      We passed all the familiar sights. We walked through Jenkinson’s South. As far as I could tell, they still owned most of the boardwalk. We eventually got to the end of it and the motel zone. We decided to stop at the Food Shack, a charming spot that included waterfront dining, a bathhouse with showers, and a gift shop. It had something for everyone. The food tasted excellent, too. I had the Lifesaver; an open-faced English muffin topped with avocado, tomato, and two eggs, an amazing combination. Sally had the lobster omelet which, besides the obvious, included asparagus and cheese. It looked delicious.

      As we finished our meals, I asked, “So Sally, can I ask you something?”

      She nodded as she wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Sure, Hon, anything.”

      I wasn’t quite sure how to word it. “What are you still doing here?”

      She appeared to wince slightly at my question. I guessed I could have been more sensitive in how I worded it.

      I started to apologize, “I’m sorry, Sally, I⁠—”

      She interrupted me. “No, there’s nothing for you to apologize for. We all make choices. Some of them are good and some, well, not so good. And, for the most part, this wasn’t a bad one. But I did meet a guy. His name is Dieter. The whole Kohr family emigrated from North Germany, so it’s no wonder I fell for a German guy. Well, he came over here on a foreign exchange program, and we started dating. I knew there wasn’t a future in it, that he’d eventually be going back to Europe, but I didn’t know when.

      “Well, a month after my dad died, and I had just purchased the business, he asked me to go back with him. I had to tell him that I couldn’t. It broke my heart, Cordelia. I told myself I’d move on, that everything would be okay, but I’ve never gotten over him.”

      I wondered, “So, your last name isn’t German; it’s Irish. Where did that come from?”

      She smiled. “That’s from my dad. He’s the only known Irishman in the Kohr clan. It’s probably why I took to you so quickly. He is second-generation and speaks with a bit of a brogue, handed down from his very Irish father.” She laughed. “My mom was nearly disowned for not marrying German. It was quite a scandal. That’s one of the reasons I have Kohr in my name. They agreed that even though she married a MacIntosh, the Kohr name would remain prominent, German and Irish indelibly standing together forever.”

      I nodded. “I can understand that. We still have strong pressure to marry Irish, even though my parents pretend to play it down. Evidently, my sisters Katie and Lily got the memo because they married Jack Murphy and Rory Finnegan. However, they couldn’t quite get there and actually change their last names, keeping the Corbett name cleanly intact. They will always be Corbetts, through and through.” Before we left, I headed to the ladies’ room then met Sally at the cash register.

      As we paid the check, I heard a scream coming from the rear of the building toward the location of the bathhouse. A young woman came running out of the bathhouse yelling, “Oh my God, there’s a dead woman in the shower.”

      And my career as an amateur sleuth officially began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone froze, seemingly not knowing what to do, so I yelled to Sally to call 911 as I ran into the women’s shower room. A woman around my age lay naked on the shower floor, with blood running down the drain, reminiscent of the movie from 1960, except this showed in living color. She couldn’t have been dead long, because she had bled heavily, and the blood was very fresh, but there wasn’t any question that she was dead when I took her pulse.

      I rolled her on her back and started CPR, which I had learned as a girl scout but had never actually performed on a human until now. When I saw her face, I felt a glint of recognition. I knew her from somewhere. I even felt like we’d been friends at one time. I put that thought aside as I tried to save her life.

      Sally had connected with the 911 operator. She tried to stay calm. “Cordelia, what’s the address of this place?”

      I said between breaths, “How many Food Shacks with bathhouses can there be on Point Pleasant Beach?”

      She repeated that to the 911 operator, who continued to ask her for the address.

      I yelled, “Go ask the cashier. You can go through there.” I pointed to the bathroom, which I could tell from its location was shared by the restaurant and the bathhouse.

      She ran out the restroom door. I got the feeling she wanted an excuse to leave. This seemed like it might be hopeless, but I wasn’t a medical expert. I’d been doing CPR for at least five minutes.

      I was getting exhausted. I yelled, hoping someone outside could hear me. “Is there anyone out there that knows CPR?”

      A male voice responded. “Well, I do, but I’m not supposed to go in there.”

      I said sarcastically, “A woman is dying in here. I don’t think she’ll mind.” I watched the drain. “We need someone to stop the bleeding while someone else does the CPR.”

      He finally came in, rather than talking over the concrete walls. I was pleased to see a far cuter redheaded guy about my age than I expected based on his voice. He immediately took over the CPR. “I’ve done this several times. I’m a hockey coach, so we’ve had a few incidents.”

      I smiled as I grabbed a towel hanging off the hook nearby, and put compression on the wound, which appeared to be a gunshot, at least to my untrained eye. I admired his technique. “You really know what you are doing. I wish you’d gotten here earlier.”

      He didn’t have the time or the air to respond but glanced appreciatively in my direction. We went on this way for another ten minutes when we finally heard sirens. Within a few minutes, two EMTs descended on the scene and took over, requesting quite sternly that we back off and leave the lifesaving to them.

      We walked outside, where Sally sat on the beach with her arms wrapped around her legs. I introduced my friend. Sally, this is my life-saving friend; um, I have no idea what your name is.”

      She stood up, then backed up slowly, saying, “You do realize that you are both covered with blood?”

      I looked down at my brand-new romper, then looked at his jeans and white tee shirt. It wasn’t a good look.

      He decided not to shake hands. “Hi, my name is Sean McPherson.”

      Sally gave me a ‘He’s cute, and he’s Irish’ look.

      I laughed and poked her. “Cut it out.”

      He looked totally confused. “What’s going on here that I don’t know about.”

      I decided I’d better introduce myself. “Hi, I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. I’m Cordelia Corbett.”

      Sally smiled. “I’m Sally Kohr McIntosh.”

      He shook both of our hands. “I wish we all could have met under happier circumstances.”

      I nodded. “I know. It was horrible.”

      He agreed. “I’m a Psychologist if you want to talk about it sometime. Business has been down lately so I have some openings.” He smiled. “It does give me more time to spend on the beach, though, so it’s not all bad.” He looked me up and down; I imagined he might be trying to figure out what I looked like if I wasn’t covered with blood. Finally, he asked, “Do you live around here, Cordelia?”

      I nodded. “As a matter of fact, I do. I live over on Trenton Avenue, backing up to Little Silver Lake.”

      He smiled. “We’re practically neighbors. I live on Laurel Court, just off the lake. I’ve probably run by your house a thousand times.”

      I shook my head. “Well, technically, you ran past my Gram’s house. I recently moved there. Last night happened to be my first night.” I drew Sally into the conversation. “And Sally here, is my new boss. There’s a lot happening in my life.”

      I realized another life stood in the balance twenty feet away, and we were disregarding her. I decided I’d better check. “Hey, I’m going to check on the poor woman in the shower. I’ll be right back.”

      Sean said, “I’ll stay right here.”

      I didn’t want to bother the EMTs as they had made it clear that we weren’t welcome in their realm. I peeked around the corner to find them strapping the woman on a rolling stretcher, covered completely with a couple of sheets. I asked, “Is she⁠—”

      The one pushing the stretcher said, “I’m sorry. She’s gone. Thank you for assisting. From what we saw, you couldn’t have done anything more.”

      I felt heartbroken but not shocked, and happy I tried to save her. I asked, “Where are the police? Have they been here?”

      He said, “Yes, I think they are questioning people in the restaurant. They were here until a couple of minutes ago.”

      I thanked him and headed for the restaurant. I saw a couple of cops chatting with the cashier. I figured it might be a good time to get their attention. The cashier said, “You can sit anywhere.”

      I smiled. “Actually, I wanted to talk to the police.”

      One of them said to me, “I can talk to you. Officer Jones can finish up here with Connie.”

      I nodded and said, “Thank you so much.”

      He asked, “Would you like to go outside?”

      I agreed. “That would be good. I’d rather be outside getting a little fresh air.”

      We walked toward the boardwalk. He asked, “What can I do for you?”

      I wasn’t sure where to start. “Well, as you can probably see, I had been trying to revive that poor woman in the shower. I’m very sorry she didn’t make it.”

      He acknowledged me. “We appreciate that you jumped in and took over before the EMTs arrived. We don’t often see that these days.”

      I smiled. “Thank you. I’ve never done that before, but something about it felt right.” I tried to gather my thoughts. “What happens now? How will you solve the murder?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, it’s pretty much out of my hands once I file my report. Then, the Investigative Division will take over.”

      I knew this would be his standard answer. “So, what does that mean?” I looked at his badge. “Can I call you Phillip?”

      He smiled. “Phil is fine. It means in English that one of our two detectives will take the case and start investigating. They will come down here and start snooping around, asking questions, seeing if anyone saw anything, that sort of thing. They’ll be responsible for gathering any DNA testing if applicable. I’m not sure that’s going to be possible in this case, considering the woman died in the shower with the water running.” He looked me in the eye. “I know this might seem kind of awkward, but I need your clothes.”

      I laughed. “Wow, I knew cops in this town moved fast, but that’s a little faster than I’m willing to go right now.”

      He reddened. “I’m sorry. I’m mean for evidence. You are covered with it. I’m going to need everything. Can I follow you home?”

      I smiled. “Phil, I do think you’re cute. I really do, but like to date a few times first.”

      He didn’t seem to know what to say, which was my goal. “No, I mean I just need to gather evidence.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, is that what they call it now?”

      I hesitated a few more seconds, watching him suffer, then let him off the hook. “It’s fine, Phil. I was just giving you a hard time. I’d be happy to strip down for you.”

      He avoided my gaze. “Well, Ma’am, Officer Anne Clarke will escort you home. He handed me a Haz-Mat suit. “Put this on. You can use your own room to change in. She just needs your clothes.”

      I winked. “Oh, darn.” I decided to change the subject. “Is there anything else you can tell me about what will happen after this?”

      As we walked to Clarke’s squad car, Phil considered whether there might be any other details that he could share with me. “This will be a high-profile case because we don’t get many homicides. There were only nine crimes that could be categorized as violent last year, including domestic disputes. The last homicide here happened in 2015 in the Apartments on Trenton Avenue. It turned out a guy came on to his next-door neighbor and paid the ultimate price.”

      I donned the Haz Mat suit and climbed into Clarke’s patrol car.

      I thought back as we neared the house. “I remember that murder in 2015. It was shocking to everyone in the area. You can stop at the next house on the left. My Gram lived here. Stuff like that doesn’t happen here. I live in what was her house now.”

      Clarke acknowledged, “Oh, I hope that doesn’t mean that she passed away.”

      I nodded. “Yes, last week. It’s been quite an adjustment for the family, but she had a full life, and she wanted us to celebrate it, so that’s what we’re trying to do.”

      She nodded as we got out of the car. “Good for you. I lost my grandmother last year, and it’s still hard to talk about it.” She followed me in the kitchen door and handed me a large paper bag. “Put everything in here. That includes your underwear, socks and shoes…oh, and the Haz Mat suit.”

      I headed upstairs, yelling behind me, “I’ll be right back. You said you needed everything. Right?”

      She yelled behind me. “Yes. Everything.”

      I followed my strip down with a super brief shower, but I didn’t want to make her wait, so I hurried and came down carrying the paper bag filled with everything I'd been wearing.

      “So, who should I call if I have information about or want to assist with the case?”

      She looked confused. “Well, if you have more information, you can give it to me now.”

      I insisted. “Well, what if I think of something later?”

      She pulled out a card as we got back in the squad car. “Here is my number, and on the back is listed our other extensions. She took out a pen. I’ll write down the detectives’ names. It could be one or both of these. Detective Raymond Gardner of the Ocean County Prosecutor's Office and Detective Clint Daniels at the Point Pleasant Beach Police Department.” She commented, “I’d personally start with Detective Daniels, because we tend to be closer to the action than the Prosecutor’s Office, but that’s up to you.”

      I nodded. “Makes sense to me. Thank you for that information. I’ll give him a call if I think of anything else.”

      Back at the Food Shack, we parted and shook hands, and she headed back into the restaurant to meet her partner.
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