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Sinister Sunday


A Tabitha Chase Days of the Week Mystery (Book 5)






Tabby is thrilled that her sister Pepper will be able to stay a while in Crystal Cove. However, after Tabby finds her another houseboat to stay in, both sisters are awoken to a stabbing within the marina.

On top of that, while continuing her medical studies at the local hospital, Pepper is privy to a strange object they find within the stabbed victim while trying to save him. The patient ultimately dies, but the questions raised cause Tabby and Pepper to retrace their steps through the previous week looking for answers.

Will their memories hold the key to solving this murder, or will it once again require a little magic?
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Join my mystery readers’ newsletter today!





Sign up now, and you’ll get access to a special mystery to accompany this series—an exclusive bonus for newsletter subscribers. In addition, you’ll be the first to hear about new releases and sales, and receive special excerpts and behind-the-scenes bonuses.


Visit the link below to sign up and receive your bonus mystery:


www.denisejaden.com
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Chapter One 





I woke with a start to my cat, Sherlock, pawing at my stomach. After almost a year of living in Crystal Cove, Oregon, I still wasn’t used to sharing my living space with an animal. I’d inherited the cat, and the houseboat I now lived aboard, from my late Aunt Lizzie, who had left many oddities in her wake, including the miniature eyeglasses that were now askew on my cat’s tiny face. As I reached out to adjust them, the sound of men yelling startled me. Frank, the marina owner, stayed across town in his home at night, and the only other person in the marina at the moment was my sister Pepper, sleeping in the next houseboat. 

In an instant, I grabbed for my phone from my nightstand and punched on her contact, knocking Sherlock off me with my quick motion. She must have heard the noises, too, because she picked up, sounding fully alert, and said, “Do you hear that?”

“Yeah. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

She let out a quick frustrated groan. “Don’t worry about me, Tabby. I’m worried about them! I called 911, but I’m hearing threats, and what if one of them goes into the water?”

Something in her tone reminded me of the time when we were kids and she fell out of a tree in our yard and broke her arm in an effort to save a yowling cat. She was twenty-five now, almost twenty-six, and yet I still felt the need to pull her back from her immediate and sometimes thoughtless crusades to save the world. Before I could calm her and tell her the water really was not that deep, she said, “I’m going to try and chase them off.”

“What? No, Pepper…!” I shot out of bed because she wasn’t answering me. For all I knew, she was already down the stairs, out the door, and across the gangplank. Thankfully, my pajama pants and long-sleeve shirt were warm enough that I didn’t have to take time to grab a jacket. In fact, I didn’t even bother with shoes. 

I got out the door just as Pepper’s door slammed shut and she shook her fist toward two shadowy figures. “You’d better get out of here! The police are on their way!” 

It was too late to keep my baby sister inside and safe, so my only other option was to let these loud men know that she was not alone. “Don’t even think about coming near us! My husband is just grabbing his gun!” It was the first excuse that came to mind, and thankfully it worked because one of the two figures at the end of the dock took off at a run toward shore.

The other man slumped onto the wooden dock boards. 

“Go on now, get out of here!” I yelled again, but the man didn’t move, and Pepper turned back to me, lit by the solar light next to her on the wharf’s post.

“Tabby, I think he’s hurt!”

I jogged to try to catch up. “Be careful, he might be faking an injury to get you close.” The only part of my sister that was bigger than her brain was her heart. Even though I wanted with everything in me to keep Pepper out of harm’s way, it didn’t take a brain surgeon to realize this fight would be futile. If someone was seriously injured, Pepper wasn’t going anywhere except to his aid. She ignored my words and picked up her pace toward the slumped man. 

By the time I got to them, it was clear the man was truly hurt. Pepper cleared out of the light of the moon to study him as he let out a guttural moan. She reached for his hand, which was clutched to his stomach, and that’s when I saw a black and silver handle protruding from his midsection. Her hand searched his wrist, for his pulse, but I could only stare at his hand, which was covered in blood. 

“An ambulance,” Pepper said, her voice instantly calm and in control. “Call for an ambulance, Tabby.” 

The unfamiliar man moaned and turned his head toward Pepper, looking like he was pleading for help. He had several days’ worth of stubble, growing too unevenly to become a full beard. 

Without thinking, I’d brought my phone with me, and I quickly jumped into action, following orders. By the time I was done with the 911 operator, Pepper had more instructions for me. 

“I need towels, something clean to apply pressure and stanch the bleeding,” she told me.

I raced back to the Lady of Fortune, and returned with a stack of towels within a minute. My spectacled cat had beaten me out the door this time, and paused at the intersection of the docks before sniffing at them, and then heading toward shore. In that time, Pepper had removed her university hoodie and was using that to apply pressure around the knife.

Now only in a thin T-shirt, she let out a shiver, and I wrapped my biggest towel around her shoulders. 

My other towels didn’t get used before the ambulance arrived, and as the paramedics moved in to take over, Pepper listed off his vitals and the details of his stab wound. While this took place, I ran back inside to grab Pepper one of my jackets, just in time, too, because when I returned to the dock, the man had already been loaded into the ambulance, and it appeared Pepper was going with them. 

“They got a call about a bus accident, just out of town,” she told me, stepping into the back of the ambulance in her sleep sweatpants and reaching for the jacket I’d brought her. “They’re going to need my help.” 
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Chapter Two 





Crystal Cove was only supposed to be a short trip for me. My dad had asked—or rather, commanded—me to use my skills as a realtor to fix up Aunt Lizzie’s houseboat and get it listed for a quick sale. But I’d fallen in love with the town, and stayed to pursue Aunt Lizzie’s dream of bringing harmony to it. 

Pepper had only been here for a few weeks, but to my dad’s dismay, it looked like we’d both be staying a while. She’d been interning at the Crystal Cove General Hospital for a little over a week, but it was already clear how vastly understaffed our small local hospital was. Each time she went in, she planned to spend time shadowing various doctors, but more than once, she ended up getting thrown into the deep end of helping patients all on her own. Pepper found the work exhilarating, but she’d been having trouble getting some of the standoffish nurses to warm to her. 

I didn’t get any more sleep after waiting around outside to give the police my account of what had taken place, and I still hadn’t heard back from my sister when it was time to leave for my shift at The Heirloom Café. As I walked toward town from the marina, I waved to Bill Matheson at the tire shop, and Honoree Wilson, who was about to open her souvenir shop for the day, but I kept toying with my phone, wanting to check up on my sister.

I was tired and all I’d done for the rest of the night was lay in bed, trying in vain to sleep. Pepper must be exhausted by now. 

“Morning,” I said to Olivia as I met her at the café counter. These days, she usually ran her café in the early mornings; I took over for the bulk of the daytime hours, and my teenage friend Katie came in after school for the evening shifts. 

“You look like you’ve been through a hurricane,” she told me with a raised eyebrow. “Grab yourself some coffee and there’s an extra hair tie by the till.” 

I usually started my day by grabbing a cup of Heirloom coffee, but being told to do it, along with the hint that my orangey-red hair needed serious attention, made it clear how bedraggled I must look. 

“There was an upset at the marina last night,” I told my boss. “Two men were fighting, and one of them was stabbed. Pepper accompanied him in the ambulance, and I haven’t heard back from her since.”

I was slow moving, so Olivia poured my coffee and added cream and a dollop of caramel syrup for me. “Did you know the man?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so, but honestly, it was hard to tell in the dark and with the guy in so much pain. I hope he made it through the night.”

Olivia wasn’t usually brimming in compassion, but she must have been able to tell how much the whole situation distressed me because she placed a hand on my shoulder as she passed me my coffee. “I’m sure you’ll hear from Pepper soon.”

Olivia had barely left the café when the door swung open again and Detective Jay Jameson rushed through it and straight up to the counter.

“Tabby, I just got into the station and saw the report of what happened last night.” His eyes were wild with worry and he ran a hand through his blond hair, leaving it messy. Jay had become a good friend since I’d given up on my realtor pursuits and moved to Crystal Cove. He was always looking out for me, and now for Pepper, too, and I had to admit, lately I’d had more than a few romantic thoughts about the attractive detective. His quick concern warmed me from the inside out. “Why didn’t you call me?” He didn’t leave time for me to answer before adding, “Are you okay?”

I smiled. “I’m fine, Jay. Just a little under slept, and worried for the man who was stabbed. Can you check in with the hospital and see if there’s any word?” Even though I knew it wasn’t my place to ask Jay to poke around into police or even medical matters, especially when he had not been the officer on scene last night, I couldn’t help myself. “Pepper went with him in the ambulance, and I haven’t heard from her since.”

He nodded and said, “Of course,” but by the time he pulled out his phone, mine was ringing in my pocket. 

“Hang on, it’s Pepper.” I fumbled my phone to answer it. “Pepps, are you okay? What’s happening there?”

She let out a long, heavy breath. “Hey.” In the one word, I could perfectly read not only her exhaustion, but a sadness I hadn’t heard from her in a long, long time. 

“Oh no,” I said.

“We couldn’t save him,” she confirmed. “But listen, can you get a hold of Jay and see if he has time to meet me? There’s something I’m concerned about.”

I’d immediately put her on speakerphone, so Jay said, “I’m right here, Pepper. I’m at the café with Tabby. Do you want to meet me at the marina? Or I can pick you up at the hospital?” The care in his voice made me clutch a hand over my heart. 

“That’s okay. I’ll walk over and meet you there. I could use a few minutes of fresh air to clear my head.”

As usual, the café had a steady stream of customers taking their coffee orders to go at this time of day. Thankfully, this kept my mind busy enough to keep my worry at bay for the next twenty minutes while we waited for Pepper to arrive. 

Jay sat at a nearby table, calling into the station for updates and laying file folders across the café table to keep up on his workload while he waited. Multiple times, I was tempted to ask him to go and pick her up, regardless of what she had said, but I gnawed on my lip to keep my mouth shut and my overprotective side at bay. Soon, my haggard-looking sister pushed through the glass door.

I finished the coffee order I was serving and raced around the counter to meet her. “Are you alright?”

She nodded, offering a small, sad smile. “I haven’t lost a patient before,” she told us both as we arrived at Jay’s table. There was no one waiting at the counter at the moment, so I stayed standing while Pepper sat, as I probably wouldn’t have time to relax for long. 

“I’m betting you also haven’t witnessed a stabbing before,” Jay said gently with a hand on her forearm. “It must have been quite a night for you.”

She nodded and massaged her temples. “Any word on the man who stabbed him?”

Jay shook his head. “Unfortunately, from Tabby’s description, we don’t think he was from Crystal Cove. He could have been a transient drifter, someone just passing through town. Or perhaps Mr. Blunt was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

I recognized the name Blunt. “Is that the name of the victim?” I asked.

Pepper nodded. “He had ID on him. Marcus Blunt.”

I blinked fast, trying to make my brain work, because I knew the name. I was sure of it. I just couldn’t place it.

“Detective Thom is trying to get in touch with Frank,” Jay explained, and then added something that cleared it up for me. “Mr. Blunt may have been in town for the boat festival on the weekend.”

The boat festival had been held at the local marina. I’d helped Frank with some boater registrations, as some of the out-of-towners couldn’t make it before he headed home, and they needed direction on where to dock. Each arrival came into the marina office with some paperwork, and because many boat owners arrived early in the morning or late at night, Frank asked for my assistance so he didn’t have to put a cot for himself in the marina office. 

I tried now to put together the man I’d seen slumped on the dock in the middle of the night with any of the out-of-towners I’d signed in for the boat festival, but between shifts at the café, and Pepper’s exciting news that she was going to be able to stay in Crystal Cove and intern, my attention had not been fully on the boaters. 

“What are the chances that an out-of-towner would get randomly stabbed by a transient person passing through town?” I murmured the question more to myself than to Jay or Pepper. During the festival, all of my houseboat rentals had been full with boat owners—all except the one Pepper was staying on, The Sunday Blues. Pepper had been prepared to bunk with me again for the weekend if we’d ended up with one more request. I’d be a lot more familiar with the name Marcus Blunt if he’d rented a houseboat, as I always passed along renter information to each of the houseboat owners, so I had to guess the familiarity was because of the boat festival registrations. 

“You’re right, it does seem unlikely that it was only someone passing through,” Jay said. “But not impossible.” 

I continued to murmur thoughts out loud to myself. “But the boat owners left shortly after the festival yesterday afternoon. And I didn’t have anyone under the name Blunt staying on any of the houseboats.” I pulled out my rental spreadsheet on my phone, just to be sure.

Jay made a note in his file. “I’m going to put a call into the nearby motels and bed and breakfasts. See if we can figure out where the man was staying. Finding out if he was in town alone, or why he may have been at the marina in the middle of the night might give us a clue of where to start in searching for his assailant.”

Pepper had been watching us volley back and forth with our ideas in silence, and I figured she was so tired she could hardly form a complete sentence at this point. 

But then she did put one together. “You need to speak to the medical examiner,” she told Jay. “I found something during surgery that I think you’ll want to see.” 
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Chapter Three 





“What did you find?” I asked, because I was impatient like that, and both my and Jay’s attention were now rapt on my sister. 

“Marcus Blunt didn’t die from the knife wound. Well, not exactly.”

My brow knit together because I’d seen with my own eyes the blood on the man’s stomach, the knife protruding out of him.

“How do you believe he died?” Jay asked the question I couldn’t seem to form. It wasn’t that I didn’t think Pepper thought she knew an unusual truth about the situation. But with her exhaustion, and the way she looked as though she’d been locked in a dryer on the spin cycle for the night, I could see the point of Jay’s careful phrasing. 

“They had stanched the bleeding, but his vitals weren’t improving as quickly as they should. His lips were blue, and that’s when I noticed an obstruction in his throat. It was sticking out at an odd angle and as soon as I called it out, Dr. Reynolds had me assisting on a tracheotomy. But the patient was too weak by this point. His heart rate had slowed dramatically and Dr. Reynolds couldn’t get it pumping again.” Pepper bowed her head, as if reliving it all again.

“Did you see the object in his throat?” Jay asked, gently.

Pepper shook her head. “But it was flat and sharp, like the corner of a small cracker that didn’t break down and got stuck on an angle.”

I shook my head, wondering if a piece of food could really kill a person, and so quickly. “Wouldn’t the man have been gasping for air?” I asked.

Pepper’s hands came to her eyes and she rubbed the heels of her hands into them. “If I was more experienced, I probably would have noticed sooner. I was the one checking his vitals. I was the one up near his head, while Dr. Reynolds worked on removing the knife and stopping the bleeding.”

In an instant, I moved closer to my sister and wrapped an arm around her. “Pepps, this was not your fault. The man was in critical condition when you left here, and how would you have known to look for signs of choking?”

“But I should have!” She moved her hands away and her eyes were wet. “I should have seen it in his oxygen levels. I’m just so used to being told what to do, I’m not ready for emergencies, where I have to think for myself, and where a doctor relies on me to make observations.”

With that, she popped out of her chair, and said, “I’m sorry, I should be able to pull myself together. I’m just so tired, and…and…I probably need a little time to process.” She turned to Jay. “I just wanted you to know to check with the medical examiner. Dr. Reynolds told me to go and get some rest, so I couldn’t stay to hear the details, but I thought you should hear the truth, in case it helps you catch the man who stabbed him.”

She headed for the café door, but I followed, stopping her with a hand on her arm. “No, Pepper. You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

She turned back to me with heartbroken eyes. “Please, Tabby. I need some time to think about this. And I really need some sleep.”

I looked around the café for a way to solve this, a way to go with her, but she said, “Just don’t.” My hand dropped away and she let out a heavy sigh as she reached for the door. 

Maybe she was right. I probably didn’t have the right words to comfort my usually upbeat sister, anyway. Not yet. And maybe things would look better to her when she’d had a few hours of sleep.

I watched her until she was out of sight down Main Street.

“Give her a little time.” Jay wrapped an arm around me from behind. “She’s hurting, and I know that’s making you hurt, but she’ll be okay, Tabby. She has you, and you’ll be there for her when she’s ready.”

I would. I definitely would be there for her.

“In the meantime, I’m going to contact Thom and see if I can help out on this case. I’d like to get to the hospital and see if there’s indeed anything to learn from the medical examiner that will help with the investigation. You know your sister is awfully selfless, coming to tell me the details, when all she probably wanted to do was to go back to her houseboat and cry.”

I gave him a wry smile. Selfless. That was definitely my sister. “Will you tell me what you find out?” I asked, as Jay jostled his files into place, preparing to go. 

He cupped my cheek in his hand. “Oh, Tabby. Do you really think you have to ask?”

My heart let out a little flutter and then felt heavy for the rest of the day. I texted Pepper several times, just checking in and asking her to let me know when she was awake, but I didn’t hear back. I helped customers the best I could, but I was getting every second order wrong, and by two-thirty, I called Katie, asking her if she’d mind coming straight from school to take over.

“You bet!” she said on the other end of the phone, always her bubbly self. “You have an appointment?” 

I had no idea what to tell her. I didn’t want to lie, but at the same time, I shouldn’t talk about open investigations, especially ones I’d been an eyewitness to. Besides that, too much information might really make it sound like Pepper was somehow at fault for the tragedy, and I definitely didn’t want that thought hovering around anyone else. 

“Something like that,” I told her. 

By the time she made it to the café, I’d come up with a better explanation, and told her, “There was an incident at the marina last night. A man was rushed to the hospital and Pepper went along to help, but he ultimately died. I want to get back and make sure my sister is okay.”

Katie’s eyes instantly filled with compassion. “Here, let me quickly make her an apple-spiced tea to go.”

I hadn’t thought to bring Pepper anything, but that was why I had someone like Katie in my life. To help me with so many things I missed, and just to be a friend when I needed one. I took the tea when it was ready, along with a blueberry muffin from the bakery display and thanked Katie on my way out.
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Chapter Four





I was almost back to the marina when my phone finally chimed. I pulled it out, but it wasn’t Pepper. It was Jay. 

“Are you still at the café?” he asked when I picked up.

“No, almost back to the marina.” All day I’d been part-hoping and part-dreading hearing from him. What if he uncovered some details that did point the finger of blame toward Pepper? How on earth would she handle that?

“Is Pepper there, too? I have some information I think she’ll want to hear.”

“I—I hope so,” I said, my voice breaking on the words. 

“I’ll be right there,” he said, again in his gentlest voice, and I was so glad that no matter what the news, he cared enough to come in person and tread softly.

I took the last fifty feet toward the marina at a snail’s pace, in hopes that Jay might be right around the corner. I took deep breaths, and tried to find my inner strength. Pepper would need me to be strong. 

On most days, I barely noticed the rocking of the docks, but today, it made me feel off-kilter as I made my way toward the Lady of Fortune. Frank was in his office, humming a tune, as he often did. I softened my steps, in hopes that I would make it past his office undetected. I had given all the light socialization I had to offer at the café. Everything else I had inside me was for my sister.

Thankfully, Frank’s humming stayed constant, and before long I was around the corner and approaching my aunt’s houseboat. I paused at the turn of the dock, and glanced over at the crime scene tape that now cordoned off the far section of the dock. I let out a small shiver and forced myself in the other direction, trying not to remember all I had witnessed last night.

I stopped beside Don and Lucy Harbinger’s houseboat, where Pepper had been staying, but then decided to go and drop off my purse and jacket at my aunt’s boat first.

I was only stalling. I knew that, and I was so busy beating myself up about the fact, I almost missed my sister curled up with her legs tucked under her on my aunt’s purple loveseat until I’d let the door slam shut behind me. 

“Oh! Pepper.” 

Her gaze drifted slowly up to me. Thankfully, I hadn’t woken her. Sherlock had immediately taken to Pepper upon her arrival in town, but he wasn’t a cuddly cat by any stretch of the imagination, so I was surprised to see him snuggled up in her arms.

And the first words I heard came from him.

Sister sad.

When Pepper had first settled into Crystal Cove with me, I’d kept hidden the strange mind-speak Sherlock and I engaged in. Well, at least it was mind-speak on his end. I hadn’t figured out the mechanics of getting my thoughts across to him yet, and still had to reply aloud to my cat. But I wasn’t sure what to say in this moment, so I only nodded at my spectacled cat. 

Rather than asking Pepper how she was doing, I told her, “I brought you an apple cinnamon tea and a blueberry muffin, compliments of Katie.”

I set them on the coffee table, and then took my time hanging my coat and taking off my boots. She still hadn’t said a word, nor had she reached for her tea.

“Jay’s coming by. Apparently, he has some information.”

This got her attention, and she replied quickly. “About Marcus Blunt?”

I nodded. “I think so, yeah.” 

“Did he have family around here? Are they coming to the hospital?”

I couldn’t answer either of those questions, as I didn’t know any more than she did, so I went to sit beside her and handed her the to-go cup of tea. 

She took it, but said, “Maybe I should be there.”

I put my hand on Sherlock, as if to use him to hold her in place as she started to unfurl her legs in an effort to go.

“You should stay right here, Pepps. You had a hard night.”

She met me with a humorless huff of a laugh, which I could tell meant, Not as hard a night as Marcus Blunt.

Instead of arguing this point, I said, “Let’s at least wait and see what Jay has to say first.”

This she was willing to concede, and thankfully, by the time she’d taken a bite of her muffin, his knock came at the houseboat door. 

“Come in,” I called, not wanting to leave Pepper. 

Jay entered and pulled a chair from the small kitchen table to sit across from Pepper. His eyes were not as filled with compassion as they had been earlier. Instead, they looked…complicated. 

“How are you doing?” he asked Pepper, the question I still hadn’t been able to bring myself to ask.

She nodded, but didn’t answer.

“Let me get right to the point.” In an instant, his voice was all-business. I wanted to hold out my hands or indicate in some way that Pepper still needed our support, but he barreled on with his explanation before I could think of any way to signal to him. “I spent most of the day at the morgue with Mick.” Mick Short was Crystal Cove’s medical examiner. Pepper probably didn’t know him by name, but Jay didn’t pause to expound. “You were correct in that Marcus Blunt did not die from the stab wound to his stomach.” 

I felt a cry bubbling up within me from his words. “Jay…” I said.

He held out a hand to me, keeping his gaze on Pepper. “But he also didn’t die from oxygen deprivation. The object lodged into his throat…which I’ll get to in a second, but the object, which we believe he voluntarily swallowed, cut into his esophagus, causing bleeding and trauma to the throat. It might have been something he could have overcome without the stab wound, however, after having lost so much blood, even if you had completed the tracheotomy much earlier, Mick believes that by the time he was brought into the hospital, it would have been unlikely the man could have been saved.”

“It’s not my fault?” It was hard to tell if Pepper’s quiet words were meant for us, or only for herself. Even if the man’s death had been from some oversight of Pepper’s I wanted to help her realize that she shouldn’t blame herself. She had gone above and beyond to help the man. If she hadn’t run out of her houseboat in the middle of the night, the man would certainly have died, regardless.

But Jay was already moving onto his next point of information. “The really interesting part about this, though, is that the object Mick extracted from Mr. Blunt’s esophagus was an SD card.”

My head snapped to him. “Like for a computer?”

He nodded. “The card was damaged, but our forensics team is busy trying to see if there’s a way to retrieve any data from it. Not only that, but Mick believes the SD card was swallowed sometime either on the trip to the hospital or upon arrival at the hospital. It didn’t seem to have been lodged in his throat for long, so I’m having a hard time figuring out what that means.” He looked to me.

My mind was split between wanting to comfort my sister, and doing a deep dive into all this new information. But I looked to Pepper and her gaze was bouncing between me and Jay like she was as interested in this mystery as both Jay and I were.

“So…it wasn’t done by the same man who stabbed him?” At Jay’s head-shake, I thought aloud. “And you think he swallowed it voluntarily?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “And if he willingly swallowed the SD card on his own, does this mean it wasn’t murder?” I asked, which seemed like a silly thing to focus on, but I was trying to understand the many strange parts about this scenario. 

“Not necessarily,” Jay said. “Ultimately, if we can find the person who stabbed him, at the very least he would be tried for attempted murder. But the trauma to the throat likely could have been overcome without the stab wound. To bring clarity to the outcome, we’d really need to know Blunt’s point of swallowing that SD card. What was he trying to hide, and from whom?”

“Okay, so where do we start,” I asked.

“Yeah,” Pepper said, lifting Sherlock off her lap. “Where do we start?”
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