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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Cathy was expecting a surprise from her new husband, but she was still taken aback when Steve filled her in on the honeymoon plans he’d made after their triple wedding aboard a yacht.

      “We’re spending our honeymoon at Waterside Gardens?” she asked. “I didn’t even know they had a hotel.” Cathy and her friends had toured the Long Island wedding venue and even put down a deposit for their reception, but their plans had been disrupted by a murder.

      “They do, Cat. I reserved the honeymoon cottage. I found out about it from Nancy when she managed to get our deposits back. Mr. Gannon, the manager, even offered to put part of the money toward our stay.”

      “Steve, I’m not sure how I feel about this.” Although Cathy had enjoyed the time she’d spent with her great aunt on Long Island, she thought Steve would’ve booked a more exciting place. Nancy had talked Brian into a honeymoon in Paris. However, Mildred and Henry were only going upstate to the farm at Oaks Landing.

      Steve noticed her hesitation. “I’m sorry if this isn’t what you imagined, but I think you’ll enjoy it. We’ll be able to spend time together in a beautiful place. I know you love nature and so do I.”

      Cathy knew part of the appeal for Steve of Waterside Gardens were the gardens. As a gardener, she knew he’d want to be near flowers, but there were so many lovely gardens all over the world. She still conceded he might have a point. A honeymoon cottage sounded sweet, and the main thing was that they’d spend their first days as man and wife together. While a murder had forced them to change their plans to marry at the gardens, it hadn’t taken place there.

      When they drove up to the hotel that was nestled behind a hill on the other side of the gardens, Cathy drew in a breath. The place looked like something out of a fairytale. She’d once spent a day in New Paltz at Mohonk Mountain House. That was what the Waterside Inn reminded her of with ivy clinging to its stone walls, and its view of waterfalls below. Steve took the turns up the mountain road slowly.

      “It’s beautiful,” Cathy said. “I see why you chose it.”

      Steve smiled. “The honeymoon cottage is even nicer. We’ll have a small refrigerator in the place, but we may want to take our meals in the hotel unless we call room service, which is a good option, considering that we might want to stay in bed our whole time.”

      Cathy felt a blush heat her cheeks. While they’d consummated their nuptials before the wedding, she still felt bashful around Steve. He’d been her first serious boyfriend and even Michael, his competition, hadn’t made her feel this way.

      Steve parked the car in the visitors’ lot, got out and opened her door. “We’re here, Cat. Let’s get checked in.”

      As they walked up to the entrance, Cathy saw Steve glancing at the mums and other fall flowers that decorated the front of the inn. Two pumpkins flanked the door like festive sentinels. It was mid-October and there was a chill in the air. Cathy was about to pull her sweater close, but Steve drew his arm around her. “This is our new home for the next week, but I won’t pick you up and carry you over the threshold. We’ll save that for the house we’re building near your second rescue center.”

      “That sounds good to me, Steve. Gran says they’re getting the permits and should start building soon if things go through quick enough.”

      “Are you in a rush?”

      She shook her head. “No. I enjoy being with Gran, and I know she’ll give us our privacy, but she needs privacy, too.” Cathy was thinking of her grandmother’s relationship with Howard Hunt, a detective whom she and Nancy worked with.

      “I agree.” Steve paused at the hotel’s threshold and then held the door open for her. But before Cathy walked through, she saw a sign in the window, “Receptionist Needed. Immediate opening. Apply with Mr. Gannon.”

      Steve saw her glancing at the notice. “That’s strange,” he said. “When I reserved our room, they seemed to have plenty of help.”

      “Maybe business is booming.”

      “Could be, or maybe someone quit or was fired.”

      Cathy laughed. “I thought I was the one who always saw the glass half empty.” She entered the hotel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Roger Gannon was at the desk. When he saw them, he waved his arms and smiled. Cathy recalled the tour he’d given them back in June when they were looking for a place for their wedding. She’d been disappointed that they’d had to cancel their reservation because the legend he’d shared about the couples marrying at the gardens sounded so nice, even if it was marketing hype. She wished couples honeymooning there would be treated to the same good luck on their marriage.

      “Hello there,” Roger said. She noticed he’d trimmed his beard and that he was wearing a new pair of glasses, ones with purple frames. “Nice to have you with us, Mr. and Mrs. Jefferson.”

      “It’s our pleasure to be here,” Steve said. “I surprised Cathy because she had no idea you had an inn here besides a garden.”

      “Well, I hope the surprise was pleasant. Most people aren’t aware of all our facilities. Our actual name is Waterside Inn and Gardens. I should’ve mentioned that originally, but I knew Ms. Carter, I mean Mrs. Jefferson, was staying at her great aunt’s at the time. I’m glad Mrs. Fitzcullins inquired about it when we processed your refunds.”

      Cathy had a weird moment wondering why Brian’s mother would’ve asked about the inn, but then she realized Mrs. Fitzcullins was her friend, Nancy.

      “We’re glad, too,” Cathy said. “The honeymoon cottage sounds lovely.”

      Gannon raised a thick eyebrow over his frames. “I hope you find it so.” He reached into the desk drawer and withdrew a key card. Handing it to Steve, he said, “It’s not far.” He pointed toward the door that led to the back of the inn. “You take the path to the left, and it’s right up the hill, the first of the two other cottages on the property. There’s a marvelous view from there. We’ve also provided firewood if you’d like to use the fireplace. The bathroom has all the amenities you need and a whirlpool tub. If there’s anything else you want, just call the main number.”

      “Is there a separate number for room service?” Steve asked with a grin toward Cathy.

      Gannon’s smile froze. “I’m afraid we’ve paused our room service for the time being. We’re short on staff. You may have noticed the sign out front. One of my employees left suddenly a few days ago.”

      “Sorry to hear that. I guess we could order delivery if we didn’t want to make the trip back here to eat.”

      “That would be fine, but you’ll find the food in our restaurant above the take-out level. Make a reservation first. The number is on the card in your cabin.”

      It seemed to Cathy he didn’t quite understand Steve’s reason for not wanting to leave the cottage.

      “Great!” Steve nodded his blond head. Then he turned to Cathy. “I’ll go back to the car and get the bags. You wait here.”

      “No need for that. I’ll have someone bring them over for you or bring them myself. We’re not that short-staffed.”

      “Thanks,” Steve said handing him his car keys. “It’s the blue Ford in the parking lot. There are two cases in the trunk.”

      Cathy knew the manager wouldn’t find it hard to locate the car because there weren’t many in the lot. Despite his comments about needing help, she didn’t notice anyone gathered in the main lobby, but it was possible guests had already checked in or were occupying the other cottages on the property.

      Steve put his arm around Cathy again, and they followed the path Gannon had indicated. When they arrived at the cottage, Cathy couldn’t help comparing it to the one on her new rescue center’s property that had once given her a scare and a clue to solving the mystery of her professor’s murder. The honeymoon cottage made her smile instead of shake. Light surrounded it, and it overlooked a valley of wildflowers. Fountains danced below. Cathy wished she’d brought her camera.

      “This is magical,” she said standing in the doorway and looking down.

      Steve laughed. “Gannon said there were waterfalls. He exaggerated, but the fountains are a nice touch. We should check them out. Maybe take a shower in them.”

      “I’d rather try that whirlpool bath he mentioned.”

      Steve opened the door and held it for her. “I’d be up for that, but let’s wait until Gannon brings our suitcases.”

      Cathy stepped inside and held her breath. It was the cutest, coziest place she could imagine. Wallpapered with pink and white flowers, there was a loveseat in the main room. The bedroom had a heart-shaped king bed like those the Poconos boasted. A square of dark chocolate rested on each pillow. There was also a large-screen TV with a cable box. The connecting bath featured the whirlpool tub. Assorted bubble bath bottles and soaps rested around it.

      “No kitchen,” Cathy pointed out. “Just a small refrigerator in the corner.”

      “I told you. It isn’t a big place, but I think we’ll enjoy it.”

      “I’m sure I will. Thanks, Steve, for planning this.”

      He winked. “Do I get a kiss for my trouble?”

      She laughed and then planted a big one on his lips. “How’s that?”

      “Perfect, my bride.” He suddenly swooped her up and carried her to the bed. She laughed, as he returned her kisses. But then she pulled away. “Not yet, Steve. Gannon will be here any minute.”

      “Aww shucks!” he exclaimed. “He better hurry.”

      Cathy had an idea. “It might take him some time since he’s short-staffed, but I was thinking of going for a walk and taking some photos with my iPhone. It’s such a pretty place, and I promised Nancy I’d send her pictures.”

      Steve sat up. “You’re kidding, Cathy. Nancy’s in Paris. This doesn’t exactly compare.”

      “No, but I’m sure she’ll still want to see it.”

      “She knows you’re on your honeymoon, but if you want to take photos, that’s fine. I’ll wait here for Gannon if you’re okay going alone.”

      Cathy leaned over and gave him another kiss. “That should keep you. I’ll be okay, and I’ll be back soon.”

      

      Walking around the cottage, she began taking photos of the wildflowers, trees, and birds. She caught some squirrels munching and turned around and shot the cottage, too. From this angle, it was like a small fairy place. Colorful fall leaves scattered her path as she made her way deeper into the woods. She wasn’t scared. Sunlight lit her way. She sniffed in the pine scent and cool, crisp air. For a moment, she closed her eyes and nearly stumbled. She thought she’d caught her shoe on a tree root, but when she looked down, she was staring at a woman covered by some twigs and leaves: a dead woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Cathy wasn’t one to scream, but she was a runner. She ran back to the cottage as fast as she could, nearly slipping a few times. Catching her breath, she raced inside. “Steve,” she called. “I need help.”

      Her new husband rushed over to her. “Cat, what’s wrong? Did a spider crawl on you?” He knew how much she feared spiders.

      “No. It’s worse. There’s a body in the woods. It’s a woman. She’s covered by some dirt and twigs.”

      “What? Cathy, we’re on our honeymoon.”

      “Murder doesn’t care about honeymoons, Steve. We need to call the police.”

      But just as she took out her cell phone to dial 911, there was a tap at the door, and Mr. Gannon called, “Excuse me. Can I come in? I have your bags.”

      Steve opened the door for the manager. “Thank you, but my wife has some bad news for you.”

      Gannon looked puzzled as he dropped the suitcases. “Is it the heat? I know we had some problems with that last week. My apologies. I’ll get someone to look at it right away.”

      “It’s not that,” Cathy said. “I was taking photos in the woods, and I, uh,” she stuttered. “I found a body.”

      Gannon had a ruddy complexion, but it seemed to pale at her words. “My God! Please show me. I’m so sorry; it must’ve been a terrible scare for you.”

      “It was, but it’s not something I’m not used to. I’m a detective.”

      “I forgot about that.”

      “That’s okay, but we should call the police. I was about to do that.”

      Steve said, “Show us the body first. We have to make sure the person is dead. Did you check?”

      “No. I should have done that, but it was so unexpected.”

      “You did the right thing,” Gannon said, “although you should’ve called me. I’m responsible for what happens on the hotel’s property. Nothing like this has occurred here ever.” He walked back to the door.

      “Not that way,” Cathy said. “I went out the back.”

      Steve and Gannon followed Cathy into the woods. She was worried she wouldn’t find the path that led to the body, but the direction came back to her. There was the tree with the gnarly knot that she’d photographed, the log lying across the ground, the rustic bridge. And then, a few feet further, the woman, her eyes closed, blonde hair matted with dirt.

      “Oh, no!” Gannon exclaimed as he spotted where Cathy was pointing. He ran up to the body.

      Steve said, “You better not touch anything. The police will need to examine the body, but it’s obvious she’s been dead, likely a few days.”

      Gannon stared at the corpse. “I can’t believe it,” he muttered. “It’s Brenda. She quit the other day and walked out on me without any notice.”

      Now Cathy knew why the inn was short-staffed and there was a help-wanted notice for a receptionist in the window. The woman had quit, but now she was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Cathy wasn’t surprised that Donald Dooley showed up when Steve called the police. Neither was Officer Dooley surprised to see her.

      “Well, well, well, Ms. Carter. Oh, wait. I heard you got married. It’s Mrs. Jefferson now, isn’t it?” He examined her with his dark eyes.

      She noticed one pupil was slightly larger than the other, or was he squinting at her? “Yes. That’s right.”

      “You’ve found another body.” He stepped toward the corpse.

      “It’s Brenda Parkins,” Gannon informed him. “My previous employee.”

      Dooley turned toward him. “Ah, you recognize the victim. A previous employee? How long ago did she work for you?”

      Gannon glanced down. “She quit on Thursday.”

      “That was two days ago. I noticed the sign in your window that you were hiring. Why did she quit?”

      Gannon looked up, but Cathy saw he wasn’t meeting the police officer’s eyes. “We had an argument. She made some mistakes checking people in. It was no big deal, but she didn’t take it well. She threw her employee badge at me and stormed out saying she could find a better job elsewhere.”

      “Hmm.” Dooley glanced back at the body. “The M.E. should be here soon to determine what happened to Miss Parkins. She was a “Miss” I take it?”

      “Divorced.”

      “And how long had she worked for you before your, uh, argument?”

      Gannon paused as if trying to remember. “I believe it was two years this past summer.”

      “And her ex. Is he around? We’ll need to speak with him and anyone else in her family. Parents? Siblings?”

      Gannon shook his head. “I didn’t know any of her relatives. The ex came to the inn a few times. You can look him up. His name is Luke Parkins. She didn’t bother to change her name when they divorced. She said they parted amicably and were still friends, although their marriage just didn’t work out.”

      Cathy thought she detected a false note in the inn manager’s tone. She waited for Dooley’s next question but, before he could ask another one, the M.E. showed up. She recognized the woman from when Captain Sharp’s body had been found at his whaling center four months ago, although they hadn’t been introduced then.

      “Carla!” Dooley waved to her. “Good to see you. We have another body for you to check.”

      The M.E. donned a pair of gloves and approached Brenda Parkins. “How sweet of you, Don. You’ve made my day.” She crouched down next to the body, swatted away some of the leaves and dirt that covered the woman’s face, and began to examine her.

      “Well, she’s dead all right. Probably been that way a few days. The maggots are setting in.” She turned and looked up at Cathy. “You find her?”

      “Yes. Right there.” Cathy couldn’t believe another body had turned up on her honeymoon.

      Carla glanced back at the body, turned her over, and took a photo of the back of her head with her phone. “C’mere, Don. Check this out. It looks like she was bludgeoned from behind, with a rock or a sharp object.”

      Dooley squatted down next to Carla. Cathy was worried his tight camo pants might split.

      “Yeah, I see it. But what about that bite on her leg? It looks like something bit her.”

      “It could be a snake bite. There’s poison in that wound, so don’t get too close.” Carla removed more leaves from Brenda’s arms and legs. “More bites here. It looks like she put up a fight against that snake, unless the snake bit her postmortem, after she was bludgeoned.”

      “A snake!” Gannon stepped back from the spot where he was peering between their shoulders. “There aren’t any snakes in these woods, at least not poisonous ones. I can’t have that mentioned to the press. We’re a public garden and a resort.”

      “I’m not saying the snake was here. The killer may have brought it with them. Poisonous snakes aren’t common to this area. As far as the blow to the head, she could’ve fallen running away from the snake and hit her head, although I don’t see any indication of blood on any nearby rocks. It’s possible the killer wanted to ensure her death by bludgeoning her before or after they released the snake on her.”

      “That’s weird,” Steve said. “Murder by snake bite.”

      Gannon looked relieved. “So that means the snake wasn’t on our property.”

      “Probably not, but we still have to cordon this off as a crime scene.”

      Dooley nodded. “That’s right, Mr. Gannon. You may want to close the inn until the police have finished investigating this crime.”

      “What about me and Cathy?” Steve asked. “We’re on our honeymoon.”

      “That’s too bad. I’m sure you’ll be able to get a refund.”

      “We don’t want a refund,” Cathy said. “I’m a detective. I don’t mind staying here. It sounds like whoever killed Brenda Parkins had something against her, so we’d be safe.”

      “That’s up to you,” Gannon said, “but I agree that there’s no reason to shut the inn or chase anyone away.”

      “Okay. We’ll take the body out of here, contact her next of kin, and then get some men to scour the woods for any clues.” Carla stood up and wiped a few twigs from her jeans.

      Dooley faced them. “If you don’t mind our team investigating, you two are free to stay in the cottage.”

      Steve took Cathy’s hand and looked into her eyes. “Are you sure you want to do that, honey? We could find another place. This isn’t what I had in mind for us.”

      “It’s all right, Steve. These things happen. I’m not afraid, and I won’t let this affect our time here.”

      Gannon said, “I’m so glad you aren’t leaving. I’ll give you a free day for your trouble.”

      “That’s mighty kind of you,” Dooley said, “but you, Mrs. Jefferson, don’t think of sticking your nose in this business. I had enough problems with your friend, Nancy.”

      “Don’t worry,” Steve told him. “I’ll make sure my bride stays out of your way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      When they were back in the cottage, Steve said, “I’m not sure this was a wise move, Cathy. I wanted you to relax and enjoy yourself on this trip before we go back to our friends and relatives and our lives get busy again.”

      “It’s all right, Steve. Really. I’m going to forget all about finding that body and concentrate on having a good time here with you.”

      Steve gave her a wry smile, showing his dimples. “I wish I could believe that.” He turned toward the door where Gannon had placed their luggage. “Why don’t you begin unpacking, and I’ll start the whirlpool tub, make it nice and warm. Nancy gave us some bubble bath. I’ll add it.”

      Cathy knew his suggestion was aimed at helping her take her mind off the murder.

      

      A little while later, they were in the tub, splashing each other and laughing. Cathy was determined to put the dead woman out of her mind and focus on these special moments with Steve. She’d almost done that when her cell phone rang.

      “Darn!” she said, reaching for it with a soapy hand.

      “Let it go to voicemail,” Steve said. “I have more plans for you.” His smile was wide.

      “I should get it. What if it’s Gran?”

      “Cathy, your brother is right next door to Florence. He can handle any emergency.”

      But she was already stepping out of the tub, wrapping the nearby towel around her, and taking the call.

      Steve sighed. “Party pooper! Is it her?”

      “No. It’s Gannon.”

      “Oh, my God! Hang up.”

      She ignored him and spoke into the phone. “Hello, Mr. Gannon.”

      “So sorry to bother you,” he said. “But I need to speak with you. It’s important. May I drop by? It won’t take long.”

      “Hold on.” Cathy paused the call. She looked over at Steve, who was still in the tub. “He wants to come here. He says it’s important.”

      Steve sighed again. “I don’t believe this. He knows we’re on our honeymoon.”

      “He said it won’t take long.”

      Steve got out of the tub and wrapped the other towel around himself. “Very well. I’ll get dressed, but he better be quick.”

      

      As soon as they’d finished dressing, Gannon showed up. “Thank you for seeing me,” he said when Cathy opened the door to him. “I know this is your honeymoon and you’ve already had a shock finding a body, but I need your help.”

      “Whatever we can do,” Cathy said. “Please have a seat.”

      Steve looked on, frowning.

      “I’d rather stand, but you two can sit.”

      Cathy noticed he’d begun pacing and wringing his hands. “We’re fine,” Cathy said, giving Steve an apologetic look. “How can we help you?”

      “It’s just you I need help from, Mrs. Jefferson.”

      “Please call me Cathy.”

      “Thank you. I’m Roger.”

      Steve said, “Can you please get to the point, Mr. Gannon, uh, Roger?”

      “Of course.” He stopped pacing and faced Cathy. “The police are asking me all sorts of questions about Brenda, and I’m afraid they’ll pin her murder on me.”

      “I don’t think that’s likely,” Cathy said, “Just because you had an argument with her before she quit working at the inn doesn’t mean you’re a suspect.”

      Gannon glanced down. “It wasn’t only that. We were, uh, having an affair. They’ll find out about it. I’ve asked Janet not to tell them, but I can’t trust her. She caught us once. I think Brenda’s ex-husband suspected, too.”

      “They still won’t have enough evidence to arrest you.” Cathy pointed out. She wondered who Janet was.

      “Even if they don’t, it’ll end up in the papers. It’ll ruin my reputation here at the inn. We’ll lose customers if they label me a suspect and publish the fact I was involved with an employee.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Steve said, “but what can Cathy do about it?”

      Gannon paused and turned toward Steve. “She can catch Brenda’s killer.”

      To Steve’s surprise, Cathy said, “I’ll give it a shot. Make up a list of anyone you think would’ve wanted to murder Brenda and could’ve done it. I’ll need their phone numbers, addresses, and any other information you have about them. Keep in mind that the killer had to have access to a venomous snake.”

      “That doesn’t limit the possibilities much.”

      Cathy was surprised to hear that. “What do you mean, Roger?”

      “Brenda worked part-time at a reptile rescue center,” he explained. “Any one of those people could be suspects.”

      “Do you know them?”

      Gannon shook his head. “Not personally, but Brenda brought a couple of them here for a meeting a few times. Luckily, they didn’t bring a lot of reptiles with them except a snake that one of them carried that I was assured was safe.”

      Cathy couldn’t understand what Gannon would have against reptiles. Most of them were harmless and some were kept as pets. “Okay. On that sheet you make, write the name and address of the reptile rescue center. I’ll check it out.”

      Steve jumped in. “Cathy, you know I’m against this. We’re on our honeymoon. The police will catch the killer and clear Roger.”

      “Not before my name and the name of the inn is all over the papers.”

      “Cathy won’t be able to stop that.”

      “Yes, but she won’t arrest me. The police will be eager to pin this on someone.”

      “I doubt that would be you,” Steve said. “They’ll go after her ex-husband first.”

      “Maybe, but I’ll be next.”

      “You said she worked at a reptile rescue center,” Cathy said. “The police might focus on her co-workers.”

      “It was volunteer work, and it’ll take time for them to rule people out. In my case, I was the last person to see her, and we had an argument. That will put up red flags with the police.”

      Cathy knew he had a point. “Make the list. I’ll do what I can.”

      Steve jumped in again. “Forget the list, Roger. My wife isn’t working as a detective for you on our honeymoon.”

      “I’m not asking her to do this for free. I’m willing to pay. Name the price. You can also stay here in the cottage for free as long as you like.”

      Cathy saw that Steve was standing firm, so she said, “That’s a nice offer, Roger. Once this is over, honey, we can go somewhere else if you want.”

      Steve shook his head. “If you insist, but I’m not happy about it.” He walked to the door. “Goodbye, Mr. Gannon.” Cathy knew he’d used the manager’s last name again to illustrate his disappointment.

      Gannon quirked an eyebrow at him but turned and smiled at Cathy. “Thank you, Mrs. Jefferson. I mean Cathy. I appreciate it so much.”

      Steve closed the door to him. “He may appreciate it, but I don’t. I’m sorry, Cat, but I didn’t see our honeymoon turning out this way.” He walked over to her and gave her a hug.

      “I know, Steve. I’m sorry, too, but the sooner this case is solved, the sooner we can get on with our plans. I skipped another semester at school, and I know you have clients whose services you’ve postponed or given to another landscaper.”

      Steve released her. “Okay, but until Gannon brings you that list, why don’t we relax and resume our whirlpool bath?”

      “That sounds like a great idea.”

      But before they could get back in the tub, an urgent pounding sounded at their door.

      “What the?” Steve said. “If that’s Gannon, I’m going to shoot him.”

      “It’s not Roger,” Cathy said, looking through the window. “It’s a woman.”

      She opened the door to the stranger who stood there. The woman, or the term “girl” was more appropriate, had long dark braids and blue eyes that were open wide and red-rimmed as if she’d been crying. She stepped through the door. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I heard about Brenda. How awful!”

      Cathy wondered how this young woman heard about the murder and who she was. She hoped she wasn’t a guest. “Yes, it’s terrible, but who are you?”

      Steve looked on from behind Cathy. Although it was obvious the girl wasn’t dangerous, he seemed ready to spring if she pulled out a gun.

      “I’m Jeanine. Jeanine Thomas.” The words came out in a rush. “I work here with my mother. I help her clean the rooms. I do it part-time. I attend the local college.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Jeanine, and I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances, but why did you come here?” Cathy saw the girl was still agitated. She was bouncing from foot to foot.

      “It’s about Zippy. I’m so worried about him. If the police go to Brenda’s place, they’ll find him, but I don’t know what they’ll do with him.”

      “Who’s Zippy?” Cathy asked. If Brenda had a child, it would be a strange name for one. She thought it might be a cat or dog.

      “Zippy’s Brenda’s pet. She adopted him from the reptile rescue center where she volunteers. I took care of him when she was away for a weekend last month.”

      “You know where she lives?”

      “Yes. I would go there myself, but I don’t have any experience with bearded dragons. My mother is afraid of them, and I couldn’t ask anyone else at the inn. I would’ve contacted the reptile rescue center, but I met those people once and didn’t like them. Brenda has had him for a year now. He deserves another good home.”

      Even though Cathy owned a rescue herself, she wasn’t familiar with lizards or bearded dragons, as some were called. “I can understand you’re upset that Zippy is alone now in Brenda’s house,” Cathy said, “but the best thing is for you to have the reptile rescue take care of things. I’m sure that’s what the police will do.”

      Jeanine shook her head. “I don’t want that to happen. Brenda wouldn’t want that either. Please, can you help? I know you run a pet rescue.”

      “This is ridiculous.” Steve stepped forward. “We’re on our honeymoon, and everyone wants my wife’s help. How did you know she owned a pet rescue? It’s in Buttercup Bend in the Catskills, not on Long Island.”

      “Google is a great source,” Jeanine said. “I also know your wife is a detective. Mr. Gannon asked her to work on the case. He’s making a list of suspects for her. He wanted my help.”

      Cathy said, “I don’t know exactly what you want me to do, Miss Thomas. While I own an animal rescue, I have no experience with reptiles.”

      “I’ve been doing research on them and can show you. All you need to do is take him. He has a tank and all the supplies he needs. He has to be kept warm under lights. He eats leaves and small bugs, but you don’t have to worry about that. I’ll feed him. I just need you to keep him here.”

      “What?” Steve’s fair face turned red, an indication Cathy knew meant he was angry and about to explode. “Didn’t you hear me, Miss, that we’re on a honeymoon? I wasn’t thrilled that Cathy agreed to investigate Brenda’s murder, but as soon as it’s solved, we’re out of here.”

      “I don’t mean you need to keep him,” Jeanine insisted. “You could foster him until I find a permanent home for him. I would do it, but Mother would kill me.”

      Cathy knew all about fostering pets. Many of the animals at her rescue were fostered. She was thankful for the people who did that, but she knew she would find it hard to take in a pet, care for them, and then let it go to another home. She would become too attached and want to keep the pet. Even though she had no interest in reptiles, she was afraid that would happen if she agreed to what Jeanine was asking. Even so, she couldn’t deny the pleading in the girl’s eyes.

      “Okay. If you can get Zippy, I’ll take him.” She ignored Steve’s glaring eyes.
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