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Chapter One
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“A party?” I asked with a sinking feeling. 

“Don’t look so devastated, Ann. It’s meant to be fun,” said Luna, my much-more-extraverted coworker. “It’s the perfect thing to get you out and about a little more. You know, away from the hallowed grounds of the library.” 

I hastily interjected, “But the hostess doesn’t know me. Or, at least, I don’t know her. She might not want an extra guest, especially for a house party.” I figured my reasoning was pretty sound. If I somehow lost my mind and decided to host a house party (in my tiny cottage), I certainly wouldn’t want any additional guests. 

Luna smiled smugly. “I thought you might say something like that. Look: here’s your very own invitation.” She pulled an envelope out of her fringed denim purse. 

I slowly opened it. Sure enough, there was a colorful invitation inside with my own name on it. Grace Armstrong was the hostess and she was having a house party on the lake. The leaves were almost at their peak, and certainly would be this weekend, which was likely why she’d chosen this particular date. 

“See?” asked Luna. “No excuses, Ann. It’ll be a blast. My cousin Roz will be there, too. You know Roz.”

I nodded. Roz visited the library to see Luna sometimes and was always outgoing and seemed fun to be around. I was slowly warming up to the idea, although it wasn’t exactly what I’d planned for the upcoming weekend. Those plans had involved time with Fitz the library cat on my sofa at home with a good book, some red wine, and possibly a little Chinese takeout if I was feeling wild. 

“So you’ll go?” said Luna, grinning. “Awesome. We can go out on the boat some, do some swimming in the pool. Apparently, she even has some sort of a games room. We need to just have a good time, relax, and purge the whole work thing out of our heads for at least 24 hours. And the best thing of all is that if my mom needs anything, I’m still right here in town. So it’s a getaway without really being a getaway.” 

Luna lived with her mother, Mona, who’d had knee surgery and a few health setbacks. As far as I could tell, she seemed healthy and vigorous, but Luna felt better when she kept an eye on her. 

I scowled at the invitation. “This says the party is tomorrow.”

Luna grinned at me. “I just might have held onto the invitation for a few days so you wouldn’t have as much time to come up with an excuse not to come.”

“But the hostess needed to get an RSVP from me,” I said, my brow wrinkling. “She has food and rooms to prepare. Heads to count.” 

“I already told her you could come,” said Luna, completely without remorse. “I knew you would. If anybody needs a break, it’s you.” She glanced at her watch. “Better run! Time to get ready for storytime.” 

I watched as Luna hurried off, pink hair, today in pigtails, bouncing behind her. As if aware of my thoughts, Fitz the library cat jumped up on the library circulation desk in front of me, sprawling onto his back so he could look at my face with concern. Absently, I rubbed him. “It’ll be okay, Fitz. It’s just a house party with a bunch of people I don’t know. What could possibly go wrong?” 

Fitz purred sympathetically. He understood I usually sought out more low-key entertainment . . . the aforementioned book, cat, and sofa time. But Luna was right in that I needed a break from the library. And Roz was a nice person. The weather was great, and the leaves were at their peak of bright beauty. I was starting to be glad Luna had talked me into it. 

I glanced up as someone walked through the library’s automatic doors and then raised my eyebrows when I spotted Roz, a tall woman with brown hair and a big smile. This had all the hallmarks of a classic Luna ambush . . . she’d called in reinforcements to convince me to go to the party in case I’d balked. 

Roz smiled at me and came right on over to the circulation desk. She was a regular patron here, and not just because her cousin worked here. Her eyes twinkled at me and she said, “I suddenly have the feeling you know why I’m here.”

“And it’s not to pick up books you have on hold,” I said with a laugh.

“Luna’s already spoken to you then, I guess. Don’t hold it against her . . . it’s really a compliment that she’s so determined you come along to this party. Are you going to be able to make it?” Roz reached over and gently scratched Fitz under his chin and he purred his appreciation.

“I wouldn’t dare not to. But could you tell me one thing? I didn’t have much of a chance to ask Luna about the party before she had to run off and set up for storytime. She’s not planning on setting me up with anybody there, is she?” 

I hated being suspicious, but if there was one thing I knew, it was that everyone liked seeing people matched up in perfect pairs like animals on Noah’s ark. There’d been many well-meaning patrons and friends who’d set me up on a variety of absolutely awful blind dates. They had my best interests at heart, but the dates never seemed to work out. 

Roz chuckled. “You must have been burned a lot with impromptu set-ups. Nope, there is no potential love interest coming to this party. But you might make some friends—it’s a great group of people. There’s only one that I’m not crazy about.” 

Contrarily, she’d piqued my interest. “But you usually like just about everyone.” It was true. She always struck up conversations with complete strangers at the library and was good to join even our most random library events to meet different people. 

Roz grinned at me. “You’re right, I do. But this guy has seriously gotten on my nerves recently. He’s dating my best friend, Kelly, and they make an awful match.”

“Have they been dating for long?” 

Roz rolled her eyes. “Far too long, if you ask me. It’s been one of those on-again, off-again romances for ages. Scott will do or say something totally thoughtless and Kelly will be furious. She’ll break up with him and I’ll take us both out for ice cream to celebrate. Then he’ll call, all remorseful and penitent, and the next thing I know, they’re back together again. That relationship is the pits.”

“Why does she put up with it, then?” I asked curiously. It was tales like this one that sometimes made me glad I was single. 

Roz said, “Good question. Kelly is smart and successful and good-looking and definitely doesn’t need to deal with his crazy behavior. But, much as I hate to admit it, they do seem to have a lot in common. They both enjoy reading, so you’ll have seen them in here. They read everything—they don’t seem to have a favorite genre.” 

“I’m sure I’ll probably remember them when I see them,” I said. Sometimes patrons were friendly and would interact with the library staff and sometimes they were just running in the library to pick up a book we’d placed on hold for them. Then they’d check out their book themselves and hurry out. There were plenty of regular patrons I had only fleeting impressions of. 

Roz scratched Fitz under his chin and he appeared to be in heaven. She said, “Are you super busy right now? I can fill you in on the crowd who’s coming. I bet Luna didn’t do that.”

“No, it’s pretty quiet here now and I’d love to hear more about the party.” I would, actually, since it would make me feel more comfortable about being there. And Luna either hadn’t had much information about the guests, or didn’t think to share it if she did. 

Roz settled in, lounging against the circulation desk. “Good, because Luna is probably sick of hearing me go on about the Kelly and Scott situation and it’s not as if I can talk about it with Kelly, you know? Anyway, they do have stuff in common. They like to go on walks. They like classic films. They love to read. Scott’s very intellectual and went to one of the Ivy League schools and Kelly says they always have great conversations. But they also fight like cats and dogs.” 

I said thoughtfully, “I wonder if the hostess knows the type of relationship they have. It could make for a lot of drama for a house party, especially if they blow up at each other a lot.” 

Roz said, “That’s what I was thinking. So, the woman hosting the party is Grace Armstrong. I’ve known all these folks for a while . . . we went to high school at the same time. Grace moved away for a while, married some rich guy, and then he had a sort of tragic death.”

He must have been pretty young. “An accident of some kind?” 

“I think so, but I really don’t remember. Anyway, Grace inherited all his assets and then decided not too long ago to move back home to be near her parents, who still live here. She said she missed the mountains, too. She rented a place locally while she was having this new house built. This weekend is sort of serving as a housewarming party for her, too.”

I made a mental note of this since Luna had neglected to tell me. Without knowing Grace at all, I figured the housewarming gift I brought would most likely be the usual bottle of wine. I mentally rearranged my budget and then rearranged it back. Unless Grace was a wine connoisseur, a mid-range bottle of wine should work just fine. 

Roz continued, “Grace wanted the chance to reconnect with some of the folks she’d known back in the day. Since we’d all hung out together in high school, I’m thinking she just lumped us all together and made the invites. Scott and Kelly might try to behave themselves, under the circumstances.”

It was starting to sound like it might not be that restful of a weekend. But it was also sounding far more interesting than it had before. 

“What do Kelly and Scott do for a living?” I asked. 

“Kelly does development work for a nonprofit.” Roz shrugged. “And Scott has something to do with some sort of dotcom business. It’s really successful, actually. Although Scott is so slick I always wondered how solid that business really was. For a while, I think he worked with Kyle on it.”

“Kyle?” I asked. The rush of names was starting to confuse me.

“Sorry—Kyle Hubbard. He was also in our same class at school and was always good friends with Scott so we hung out with him some, too. Anyway, they’re still good friends and Kyle is coming this weekend, too. Kyle has always had this unrequited love thing going on.”

I thought wryly that it actually appeared as though Kyle and I might have something in common. I had a thing for a neighbor of mine who apparently couldn’t be less interested. I politely asked, “Unrequited love?” 

“Yes. With Felicity, who is also coming along this weekend, according to Grace. Well, I guess it was probably our last year of high school when Kyle started his crush on Felicity—he had another girlfriend before that. Felicity is   nice, sort of quiet. She’s all about spreadsheets and data. She’s done really well at the bank and has gone way up in the ranks, apparently.”

“Has she?” The Whitby Bank’s tiny little local branch didn’t seem like the type of place that would even have ranks. From what I’d seen, there was a lone teller and a single loan officer. If there was even a manager in there, I hadn’t seen evidence of him or her. 

Roz laughed. “She works remotely. Well, most of the time—sometimes she has to fly to New York or Atlanta or whatnot. She doesn’t work for the Whitby Bank.”

“No, I suppose not,” I said with a chuckle. “I can’t see the Whitby Bank connected to banks in New York or Atlanta whatsoever.” 

“Anyway, that’s the whole gang. I’m really glad you’re going to be able to go, Ann. Luna thinks the world of you and she wanted a friend there. She has a cousin there, but that’s a little different.” She glanced over her shoulder and saw a father with a couple of kids walking our direction with a stack of books. “I’d better run and let you work. See you tomorrow!” 

The next couple of hours went by quickly as traffic in the library picked up. A group of students came in looking for reference materials for a group project, there was a woman who asked me to help with tech support with her phone, and then a man asked for help getting started with his family tree. 

I slipped off to the lounge finally, since my break was long overdue. I stifled a sigh when I saw my manager, Wilson, in there. The very appearance of Wilson, always carefully attired in his spotless suit, meant work. He was very fond of thinking up ways of promoting the library. He was also very fond of assigning those projects to me, although Luna was always hoping he’d recruit her. Somehow, Wilson always seemed to think of me first. 

Sure enough, as soon as he spotted me, he said, “Ann. Good to see you. I was just thinking about some ideas I had to help get circulation numbers up.”

I refilled my water bottle from the filtered water pitcher in the fridge. “Were you?” I asked in a not-very-encouraging voice as I thought longingly about the Agatha Christie mystery waiting for me to pick it back up. 

He nodded and stooped in front of Fitz, who was lazily regarding him from his back on the floor. I saw Wilson absently reach for Fitz’s round tummy and quickly said, “Uh, I think I’d scratch him under his chin, just to be sure.”

Wilson lifted his eyebrows in surprise and I held up my hands. “Hey, Fitz is a sweetheart but most cats don’t really go in for tummy rubs, no matter how tempting their tummies may appear.”

Wilson took my advice and gave Fitz a tickle under his chin instead, which set him to purring. 

“So, the circulation. Yes, I was thinking that Fitz could have some favorite book picks we could display around the library. Maybe we could take pictures of Fitz with the books and then display the photo with the books? We could put them on top of shelves and in the stacks. Maybe a couple at the circulation desk.” He frowned in thought. “We could also make a bulletin board with all the pictures in one place.”

“And Fitz’s favorite books would be staff picks, I’m guessing?” Fitz was a very intelligent animal, but I was fairly certain he wasn’t reading on the sly. 

“That’s right,” said Wilson. “Maybe it would be even better if the books weren’t recent releases and weren’t as much in demand. Perhaps some tried and true older books.”

I said, “Fitz could also have some ideas for favorite new releases, too. Maybe in a separate section.”

Fitz smiled up at me as if he had some ideas. 

Wilson nodded. “Exactly.”

I started warming to the subject, despite myself. “And then maybe we could share Fitz’s favorites on social media. Once a week, to draw it out?” 

“Excellent!” said Wilson, beaming at me. “That should certainly boost our circulation numbers. Could you could get working on it tomorrow?”

I blinked at him. “I’m not working tomorrow, remember? I’m not on the schedule.”

“Oh, right, right. The schedule. I suppose Luna could do it.” Wilson mentioned Luna rather grudgingly. He was finally starting to warm to Luna’s unique approach to the library . . . and, really, Luna’s unique approach to life. He hadn’t been very sure at first, but Luna had been nothing if not passionate about the children and teens’ sections. And he’d seen that she’d been able to bring more young people into the library for programs and for other services. 

“Except that Luna is also off tomorrow,” I pointed out. “And both of us will be out Saturday, too.”

Wilson’s face was horrified. “Who’s working?” 

“There are several staff members here and loads of volunteers. The library will be in good shape.” Part of me was secretly hoping Wilson would tell me that he really couldn’t spare me and I’d have the foolproof excuse to miss this party—which I was still a little uncertain about, despite Roz’s attempt to fill me in. 

“Oh. Oh, well, that’s all right then. We have some really excellent volunteers this time, don’t we?” Wilson peered at me for corroboration.

“We do. As I was training them, I could tell they already knew a lot of the things I was showing them. They were regular patrons before they volunteered.” 

“That’s all good, then. All right, I’ll let you get back to it. But if you could take care of that Fitz’s picks thing when you return to work, I’d be most appreciative.” And he scurried back toward his office. 
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Chapter Two
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The rest of the day passed quickly and I was home before I knew it. I’d taken to bringing Fitz home with me most nights from the library, mostly for my own comfort instead of Fitz’s. He seemed perfectly content at the library, curled up in his fluffy cat bed, but I loved having him next to me on the sofa while I read or sleeping at the foot of my bed. Tonight, he watched me with a twinkle in his eye as I heated up leftover spaghetti for supper. He seemed to anticipate that he was going to end up with a little ground beef at some point in the process, which he did. 

After I ate, I pulled out an overnight bag and looked at my closet. Nothing seemed to leap out at me as appropriate for a house party. I decided to start with the easy stuff and opened my drawers instead, pulling out PJs and underwear. Definitely a swimsuit and a towel, since we’d be on the lake. I got those out and then reluctantly looked at my closet again. There was a black dress I could wear in case it was a fancier party than I’d been led to believe. Although I couldn’t really see Luna choosing to go to anything very fancy—or, if she did, she’d likely not dress like everyone else, anyway. 

I pulled out a couple more things, knowing I was over-packing, but figuring it was better to have the right clothes with me. I glanced over and saw Fitz in the overnight bag, wide-eyed and peering mischievously out as if he was preparing to leap on me. I reached out my hand and he bumped his face against it and then resumed his play in the bag. 

A few minutes later, I climbed into the bed and Fitz jumped in with me. I had my Agatha Christie book with me, And Then There Were None, which I was reading for the third or fourth time. But my mind was too busy and I couldn’t seem to calm it down enough to focus on the story. I was wishing, illogically, that Grayson could have been one of the guests for the weekend. I thought again how tough it was to know exactly where he was coming from. I was either totally misreading his signals or he was totally not sending them out. I wasn’t sure which was worse. 

Finally, after a few minutes of hashing things out in my head, I was ready to hop back into the story. I realized, after I put the book down for the night and turned the light off, that a mystery about a house party with a murderer in attendance was possibly not the best choice under the circumstances. 

The next morning, I drove Fitz back to the library and let him in the building and then hurried back home to finish getting packed. I got a text from Luna saying she’d come pick me up—quite possibly to ensure I showed up at all. 

I gobbled down a quick breakfast, packed my toiletries up, and then heard a cheerful toot of a horn and locked up the house to join Luna. 

She beamed at me and I saw that her hair was a different color than it had been the day before. She put a hand up to it. “Like it?” she asked.

The purple and green stripes wouldn’t have suited everyone, but strangely, they looked really good on Luna. Or at least, they looked right on her. “You look amazing,” I said, completely genuinely.

“Thanks. You do, too.” She gave me a critical once-over before giving me a thumbs-up. “You always look beautiful, you know, but at the library you’re pretty buttoned-up looking. I’m glad you’re wearing something more casual.”

I’d spent a lot of time figuring out what to wear, so I appreciated Luna’s feedback. I ended up with a brown knit dress. 

I’d never ridden with Luna before and winced as she took off at a fast clip. “Don’t worry,” she said in a cheery voice as I clutched at the door, “I’m a great driver.”

I wasn’t sure about great, but she was definitely a speedy driver and minutes later we were pulling into the driveway of a massive house on the lake. Luna finally came to a complete stop. “Just look at that view,” she breathed. 

It was pretty spectacular. The leaves were changing and creating a red and orange backdrop to the serene quiet of the lake. The house was tremendous, but somehow managed to pull off not being ostentatious. It had a nice, cabin-y feel to it, even though it was more of a mansion than a cabin. Somehow, I hadn’t expected something this huge. The house was made of a dark wood with floor to ceiling windows to take in the view. The yard was scattered with hammocks and wooden benches and small flower beds to invite guests to have quiet moments outside. The mountains were right past the trees bordering the lake and looked so close that it almost looked as though you could touch them.

Luna grinned at me. “This is gonna be fun. Thanks for coming with me.” 

She drove to the bottom of the long driveway. Although we were right on time, it looked from the number of cars there as if everyone else had already arrived. There was lots of room to park, though, without blocking anyone. 

I clutched the bottle of wine that I’d brought as a hostess gift and took a calming breath as I climbed out of the car. Luna bounced out and hustled me toward the front door, which was ajar. 

“We’ll go right on in then,” said Luna beaming as she pushed the door further open. I shut it on the other side and followed Luna into the brightly-lit space. 

It was just as beautiful on the inside as it had been on the outside. Grace had opted for lots of wooden furniture mixed with warm-colored fabrics. And I was pleased to see there were bookshelves everywhere. Naturally, I thought books made for the perfect décor. 

A woman in her late thirties with blonde hair and wearing an elegant caftan sort of coverup came toward us. Luna gave her an enthusiastic hug and then introduced me. “Grace, this is Ann. Ann, Grace.” 

Grace gave me a two-handed handshake and said warmly, “Hi, Ann. I’m so glad you could make it out this weekend.”

The last lingering feelings of possibly intruding on the group quickly disappeared and I gave a sigh of relief. Grace was clearly completely genuine about her welcome. 

“I’m happy to be here,” I said, feeling pretty genuine myself. “You have a beautiful home.”

She beamed at me and glanced around. “Thank you. I’m finally really happy with the way it turned out. But I promised myself I’d never have another house built as long as I lived! I knew on one level that it would mean a lot of decisions, but I don’t think I really realized exactly how many decisions it would take. I mean, even trying to decide between a hundred different faucets. I’m just relieved it didn’t end up being a total disaster.”

I said, “You must have really good instincts.”

Grace laughed. “No, I think I just had a really good designer. She made sure to show me only options that would work. But it was still a lot of options. Come on in and I’ll get you a drink and introduce you to everybody else.”

Luna said, “Everybody sure got here super early. We’re right on time.” Luna was pretty sensitive about being on time because it used to be a thing at the library where Wilson noticed she was coming in a few minutes tardy each day. His displeasure had definitely made her more punctual. 

Grace grinned at her. “I guess everyone wanted to start their weekend earlier.”

We followed her into a tremendous kitchen with several eating areas which somehow managed to retain the cabin-like feel of the house while having all the latest gadgets. She walked up to a large island in the center of the space where she’d set up a makeshift bar. 

Grace said ruefully, “I hope you won’t think badly of us that we’ve started drinking. In our defense, the drinks are Bloody Marys and mimosas.”

“Totally respectable drinks for the morning,” agreed Luna stoutly. 

Grace added, “We also have soft drinks, ice tea, and water. So whatever you feel like. I thought we’d go out on the boat in a few minutes since everyone’s here. I had my favorite deli cater a brunch for us and I thought it might be fun if we had it out on the boat.” 

“That sounds amazing,” I said with a smile. And it did. It beat weeding books out of the library collection, which was what I’d have been doing if I was at work.

Luna went boldly for a Bloody Mary. I wasn’t sure exactly how much alcohol was in the Bloody Marys or the mimosas, so I decided to pour myself a small glass of white wine. A little bit of Dutch courage would be good for me, and at least I’d know exactly how much alcohol I was consuming. 

We followed Grace into a huge living room with vaulted ceilings. There was a massive stone fireplace at one end. The furniture looked cushy and comfortable and a single piece likely cost more than most of my den furniture put together. There were four men and women in there and they called out a greeting as we came closer. 

“Okay, ready for the introductions?” asked Grace.

“I’ll quiz you later,” said Roz mischievously. 

A handsome man in his late 30s waved at me. “Let’s introduce ourselves,” he said. “I always think it’s easier to remember that way than with someone pointing and giving a whole bunch of names at once. I’m Scott Haynsworth.” 

The blonde woman next to him grinned. “And I’m Kelly, Scott’s girlfriend.” 

A serious-looking man wearing black-framed glasses looked around and then spoke. “Kyle Hubbard.” He hesitated. “Good to meet you.”

“And lastly, Felicity Patton,” said a thin woman with long, dark hair. 

Grace clasped her hands together. “Now that little administrative task is done, let’s head out on the boat.” 

Kelly asked, “Is it going to be warm out there? Or should I bring a sweater with me?” 

“I’ll keep you warm,” said Scott with a wink, gallantly putting his arm around her. 

I noticed that Kyle only seemed to have eyes for Felicity. When she glanced his way, though, he looked flustered and turned away. 

We all helped Grace carry the coolers and assorted food containers out of the house and down a brick pathway to the boat. Somehow, in my mind, I’d been expecting a run-of-the-mill pontoon boat. This boat was anything but, and I wasn’t sure why I’d been thinking a pontoon would go with the property it belonged to. This wasn’t a boat . . . it was a yacht. It had an enclosed downstairs and an upper deck that was open. It looked like a house on the water. Luna and I exchanged a quick look. 

Grace saw the look and said, “Don’t worry, I don’t usually have a boat like this here. It would be way too big for just me. In the dock is a ski boat and another boat. I rented this one for the weekend. It even came with a captain.” 

Sure enough, I saw there was a man wearing a captain’s hat ready to assist everyone getting on the boat. I thought that was overkill until I noticed some of the party actually seemed to have already had a couple of drinks and were a little unsteady on their feet. He also helped get the coolers and food on the boat. 

“Music, I think,” said Grace with a grin. “I got a preview of where everything was earlier.” She took out her phone, which had already been synched with the ship’s stereo system, and soon classic rock was playing through the speakers. 

“Alcohol, I think,” said Scott with a wink. “I’ll play bartender.”

I noticed that the captain’s brow crinkled and he studied Scott with a frown for a moment before leaving to start piloting the boat. 

Scott created a bar on one of the tables scattered across the bottom level of the boat. 

Grace said, “We should probably have some drinks upstairs, too, since that’s where most of us will probably end up hanging out.”

Felicity asked, “It won’t be cold up there?” 

“Maybe on the way out. But the captain is going to put down an anchor at a scenic part of the lake and we’ll be there for a while to enjoy the view and eat and all. It shouldn’t be cold then,” said Grace. 

We stayed on the bottom level while the boat made its way out. Luna and I helped Grace unpack the food. There was a lot of food and it looked delicious. There were containers of every kind of sandwich spread imaginable: chicken salad, tuna salad, a veggie spread, egg salad, deli hams and turkeys and sliced turkeys and fancy mustards and mayos to go with them. The bread was fresh and clearly from a bakery and there were all different types. She’d also brought in all various fruits and chips and sides to go along with them. It was enough food to feed an army and I wasn’t at all sure I would be hungry for supper. 

Grace said, “Let’s go ahead and eat. Somebody has to go first.”

There was a moment of hesitation as there so frequently is when it’s time for people to start eating and nobody wanted to look greedy or pushy. Scott said, “Oh, come on, people. I’ll go first, okay. But someone has to go second.”

“Me!” said Luna enthusiastically. 

Scott strode over and fixed himself a couple of sandwiches and loaded his plate with potato salad and deviled eggs with Luna right behind him. After that, everyone followed suit and soon the atmosphere was more relaxed. 
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