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About the Book




Some inherit gold. Others inherit ghosts. True legends chase both. 

Harborwick, Maine – 1925

When a mysterious treasure hunter leaves Jack Bentley a seaside estate in coastal Maine, Penelope Van Kessler agrees to tag along. But the crumbling mansion isn’t just creaky…it’s cursed. Or so the town says.

A few months ago, the former owner, known by everyone as just Sully, was found dead on Halloween night wearing a jack-o’-lantern on his head. The police blamed the legend. The town blamed the ghost.

While the locals argue over clues to the long-lost pirate treasure, Penelope wonders if someone used folklore as cover for murder. She suspects Sully got too close to the truth and that his obsession became a deadly trap.

Armed with her signature wit, impeccable fashion, and a healthy skepticism of the supernatural, Penelope sets out to separate myth from motive.

Can Penelope catch the ghost before it catches her? Or will she and Jack lose themselves chasing the phantom fortune, allowing Harborwick to claim another soul and feed its legend?
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1

Do You Wanna Be a Pirate?





1925 – Dallas, Texas 

If one wished to study the fragility of male egos under candlelight, one need only attend a dinner party hosted by my mother.

The Highland Park house, grand as ever, looked as if a society matron waged war with a florist and won. Magnolias draped over the banister, roses cascaded from the mantle, and chrysanthemums in white, gold, and plum overflowed from porcelain vases. The dining room, never meant for such a crowd, strained under Mother’s ambitions. But what it lacked in space, Dorothy Cunningham more than compensated for with perfume, chatter, and the illusion that her guest list contained only the most luminous stars in Texas oil.

It did not.

At the head of the table sat Gerald Whitcomb, who had all the charisma of an adding machine and roughly the same conversational range. The man owned one of the largest refineries in the country, and if one trusted the rumor mill, his money sunk deep in barrels of crude left him smelling faintly of kerosene. Personally, I suspected it was the pomade he used to lacquer his hair, until it gleamed like an oil slick under the chandelier.

As for his money and the gossip, that was now our problem. Apparently, a small fortune went missing from his company’s accounts. “Embezzlement,” he’d declared in Waley’s meeting room earlier that week, as though no darker word existed in the English language. Not murder, not treason, not smuggling. Embezzlement. My heart wilted then and there at the thought of poring over ledgers to find a misplaced decimal.

I stared at the chunk of appetizer wedged between Whitcomb’s front teeth and decided it was the most interesting thing about him. Dear heaven, why did the Heist Society get saddled with this one?

Two seats down, my boss, Theodore Waley, inclined his head with a statesmanlike poise that made everyone trust him implicitly. His poker face could have won championships. “So, Whit, how has the growing automobile market affected refinery operations?” He might as well have been speaking Latin for all the life it sparked in me.

Across the table, Tobias Hutchinson nodded earnestly, as though discussing carburetors were a sacred calling. Boys and their cars.

I, however, was not made of such patience. To save myself from boredom, I took mental bets on which would break me first—the gushing over automobiles, the snoozer of a case, or the bore himself. At the moment, it was a three-horse race.

For reasons known only to Mother and the devil, she seated me between Whitcomb and a bank director’s wife swaddled in emerald silk straining at the seams. Her gown tried to distract from the absence of her husband, who came down with a fake illness at the last second.

I only wish I thought of it first. The flu sounds marvelous right about now.

Mrs. Madison laid a gloved hand on my wrist between courses and leaned in conspiratorially. “You know, I’ve lately taken up genealogy. It’s all the rage with proper society now. Tracing ancestry and such. You would not believe how many fine families are descended from passengers on the Mayflower. Dare I share names?”

“I can barely stand the suspense,” I said.

“Do you come from one of the old New England lines?” She peered at me as though I might sprout Puritan buckles.

“I come from Texas.”

Undeterred, she pressed on. “But your married name, van Keesler, how fascinating. Dutch, is it? So many of the early settlers in New York were Dutch, you know. Hudson Valley stock. Was your husband one of those?”

I lifted my iced tea to my lips, blocking the snarl Mother might call impolite. “You tell me, Mrs. Madison, you’re the one with the keen interest.”

Across the table, Franklin Harvey Roland of the Dallas Morning News perked up. “My grandfather was Scots-Irish. Arrived in ’53 with seven children!”

“1853?” Mrs. Madison scoffed. “Heavens, that’s practically modern.” She turned back to me like a prosecuting attorney. “And your people before Texas?”

“Also Texas.”

She blinked. “But surely before that?”

“Still Texas. We tend to stay put until the cattle run out.”

Her smile flickered, caught off guard by an uncooperative interviewee. “Penelope, darling, you outshine the chandelier.”

I tilted my head, giving her the dazzle. “Thank you kindly.”

I dressed for intrigue, not for another night of oil talk. My gown was midnight-blue silk, bias-cut, with a low back and tiny jet beads that caught the light like stars whenever I shifted. The matching headband curved sleekly over my auburn hair, the finishing touch to an outfit far too glamorous for a night of ledgers and luncheon gossip.

My gaze shot to the empty chairs of my allies. Margo and Jack were well past fashionably late, but all would be forgiven if they arrived and injected some life into the party. I cut my eyes to the door and concentrated.

Now.

Mrs. Madison let loose a syrupy laugh and leaned across me to catch Whitcomb’s eye, turning her gossipy attentions on a new mark.

I scooted my chair back before she landed in my soup. “Excuse me,” I said, already halfway standing. “I should check on the kitchen’s progress.”

Mother caught my movement from the far end of the table. Her eyes narrowed, a silent don’t you dare, but I flashed a smile bright enough to power the chandelier. She was radiant tonight—lilac silk with ostrich feathers at the cuffs, presiding over the proceedings like a peacock queen. One would never guess Archie had volunteered her for this circus, a transparent bit of apple-polishing to impress the boss.

Archie, bless him, still had yet to realize Waley employed him primarily as my cover. Officially, I was my brother’s Radcliffe-educated secretary. In truth, I was the Heist Society’s eyes and ears while Archie provided the plausible deniability.

I returned from the kitchen armed with an extra canapé—the kind mercifully free of seafood—just in time for Margo Hutchinson’s grand entrance. Scandalously late, wearing raspberry silk and the tussled blonde curls of a woman who dashed straight from the car. She breezed in with her usual flair.

Jack Bentley followed at her shoulder, freshly back from Houston, looking far too pleased with himself. He was infuriatingly handsome in his new dinner jacket that he probably won in a poker game. Jack played cards like a pirate, cheating with charm rather than subtlety. The smirk he aimed at me said he noticed my predicament beside Whitcomb the Bore, and it amused him far more than it should have.

“I hope we aren’t too late for the main course.” Jack rose on his tiptoes and smelled the air, something I’d seen my poodle do on more than one occasion. “It smells marvelous, Dot.”

Before Mother responded, Mrs. Madison perked up like a hound on a scent. “Bentley, did you say?” She leaned around me for a better view. “Would that be the Boston Bentleys or the Virginia Bentleys?”

Jack blinked. “Something tells me my family has deeper ties to Coney Island.”

She looked almost disappointed. “Ah. Not Mayflower stock, then.”

He grinned. “Not that I know of. Though my great-uncle used to say we had an ancestor who sailed somewhere with a cannon.”

She sniffed. “Likely a smuggler, I expect.”

“Ah, yes. The family trade,” I muttered into my napkin.

Mother spared no expense on the meal. The oysters arrived swimming in mignonette sauce, the turtle soup in delicate porcelain bowls. The guests cooed. I grimaced. I detested anything that once swam, crawled, or slithered. I stirred my soup as though hoping a steak might materialize.

But my discomfort was nothing compared to my sister’s. Lovely, long-suffering Lexi sat opposite me, trapped with Whitcomb’s painfully shy nephew. The poor boy blushed every time she asked him to pass the salt. Lexi’s gloved hands fidgeted in her lap; her eyes darted to me in a silent plea for rescue.

You're on your own, sister dear. I have my Whitcomb problems, too.

The older one, meanwhile, turned that mild-mannered smile on me—the kind men practiced in mirrors to look trustworthy. He lifted his butter knife with surgical precision, as though an improper angle might spark scandal. “Mrs. van Kessler,” he said. “That shade of blue becomes you. The cut of the material and the way it moves with you is nothing short of remarkable.”

I trailed a finger along my glass and tilted my head. “Gee whiz, you sure know how to butter up a gal.”

His brow furrowed. “I beg your pardon?”

Upon my first meeting, I learned a neat trick. Whitcomb spoke with perfect diction, using prepositional phrases where adverbs would suffice, and always paused so long between clauses that the listener wanted to supply the next word for him. Any slang threw him for an absolute loop. So, I channeled my little sister and hit him with all the latest lingo. Just wait until he hears about the cat’s pajamas.

I grinned and tried another. “That’s some swell talk meant to turn a dame’s head.”

“I…merely intended…” He cleared his throat and adjusted a cufflink.

Mother shot me a look, and I shot right back. He’s married! And even if not, he would never, in a million zillion years, interest me.

The main course arrived—quail stuffed with chestnuts. I took a polite bite.

Whitcomb dabbed delicately at his mouth. “It appears you and I share similar tastes, Mrs. van Kessler. I find seafood rather ostentatious.”

“Sometimes, you just want a steak,” I said, smiling.

He chuckled. “I rather thought Hoss Cunningham’s wife would serve it at every meal.”

The mention of my father jolted me. “Daddy would’ve grilled it himself. Backyard, open fire, probably using one of Archie’s loud ties as kindling. And yes, it would’ve been better than this swill.”

Something tightened in my chest. Before I fell too deep into the memories, the servants arrived with dessert, and I took it as my cue to escape.

Margo intercepted me near the sideboard, her eyes glinting. “Well, Kiddo, the old boy’s divorce rumors are barely cooled, and he’s already hunting for wife number two.”

I groaned. “Don’t start.”

Archie popped up like a jack-in-the-box. “Penelope, don’t let this one get away.”

Margo shot him a look. “Gee, Arch, maybe wait for the ink to dry on the divorce papers.”

“I like him.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, there’s a ringing endorsement.”

“Your David’s been gone a respectable amount of time. You should think about moving on.” Archie grinned. “A match made in heaven.”

“No, somewhere decidedly south of there.” I shoved a thumb. “Gerald Whitcomb is a flat tire.”

“He’s the human equivalent of Prohibition,” Margo said, sipping her punch.

Lexi, swooping in, tossed her honey blonde curls. “You think Whitcomb’s dull? His nephew’s the mayor of Dullsville. He’s got all the pep of a wilted corsage.”

Archie wagged a finger. “Quiet, you two. He might hear you.”

Lexi clapped. “Splendid, then we could end the charade.”

“There’s no talking to your sister, Alexis, but you still have a chance at being sensible.” Archie bent at the waist, exaggerating his pear shape. “Orville’s a catch. You can reel him in before Easter.”

Lexi made a face. “Stick that in your pipe, Archie. Your matchmaking’s all wet, like your socks in the rain.”

She flitted off, leaving Archie frowning down at his actual pipe. “What in the world does that mean? Half the time, I don’t understand a word she says.”

“I’m quite certain she likes it that way,” Margo mumbled.

The gramophone struck up something classical. In the drawing room, Mother and Evalynn Waley dissected the latest headlines—the Tri-State Tornado, the Yunnan earthquake—while the gentlemen gathered in another corner to discuss Coolidge’s inauguration and radio reception quality. Whitcomb caught my eye across the room.

I turned smartly on my heel and headed the other way.

Off the living room, Mother’s so-called ‘music emporium’ contained a more interesting cluster than the main party. Though that wasn’t saying much. The room housed a baby grand piano, and yet it somehow managed to collect four egos and a gossip column’s worth of opinions.

Clara Unger, our eccentric neighbor, perched on the piano bench like an empress holding court. Her zebra-striped gown shimmered under the low lamplight, and two feather boas—both red, both unnecessary—fought for dominance around her shoulders. Her eyeglasses, enormous and cherry-framed, magnified her expressive eyes.

Beside her, Owen Laraby gestured with one hand while balancing a teacup in the other, his pale beard quivering with excitement. He had the look of a man who lived on caffeine, scandal, and the sheer thrill of overhearing something he shouldn’t.

They were in fine form, regaling Jack and his professional nemesis, Franklin Harvey Roland of the Dallas Morning News, with their latest true crime obsession.

“The Martha Wise case is positively diabolical,” Clara said, waving her spoon like a conductor’s baton. “Seventeen family members poisoned! Seventeen!”

Jack’s mouth curled. “It’s enough to make Lizzie Borden blush.”

“She first told the sheriff she bought the arsenic for killing rats,” Clara added, eyes glinting behind those red rims.

“Three died and fourteen fell ill.” Laraby leaned forward, his eyes doing that crazy thing they did before he said something almost profound. “Of course, the letters in POISON stand for Perhaps One’s Insides Shall Overly Negotiate.” He looked around as if expecting applause.

Clara patted his sleeve. “You’re such a card, Owen. It’s a wonder they haven’t locked you in a box.”

I lingered by the doorway, pretending to study the framed lithographs while soaking in every word. The air in the room practically buzzed with the mix of cologne, ambition, and secondhand pipe smoke wafting in from the adjoining room.

Jack, ever the cat in a room full of rocking chairs, leaned casually against the piano. “I suppose none of you missed my story on the Pip Noble trial?” His voice carried the same self-satisfied lilt as his grin.

“Dearie, there was only one victim in that case,” Clara said, as if that were a bad thing. “Hardly worth the ink they used to print it. We all knew Penelope’s aunt wasn’t guilty.”

Jack pushed off the piano, surprised by the lack of fawning. “But the twists and turns.”

“Bosh,” Franklin Roland said, smoothing his walrus mustache with theatrical precision. “You sensationalized it, Bentley. You had the facts, access to the accused, and an English lady inventor at your elbow—and somehow still managed to make it read like a dime novel.”

Jack’s smile widened, dangerous as ever. “Go on, Harv. Don’t stop when you’re being so generous. Tell me how to write a news story.”

Roland’s cheeks pinkened. “I’d tell you, but you’d probably sell the advice to the tabloids.”

“Ah, professional jealousy,” Jack said. “Always such a lovely cologne.”

Laraby threw his arms out, nearly sloshing his tea. “He’s right, you know! ENVY means Exacting Need Vexes You.”

I bit back a laugh and leaned against the arm of the sofa. “You may be the only man alive who treats acronyms like scripture, Mr. Laraby.”

He winked, both eyes going in slightly different directions. “It’s a gift.”

I caught Jack’s gaze and gave him the slightest shake of my head—a warning, a plea, a reminder that not every duel was worth fighting. He ignored it, of course, and tilted his chin toward Roland again.

“Harv,” he said, voice low and smooth. “If you ever get tired of writing obituaries that read like weather reports, I’d be happy to give you a few pointers. My rates are modest.”

Roland bristled, and Clara offered a delighted clap of her gloved hands. “Oh, how marvelous. A duel of pens is so much more civilized than pistols.”

Laraby’s beard quivered again. “Provided no one dies of poisoned ink.”

That earned a groan from everyone, even Jack. But the laughter that followed had a contagious warmth, the kind that momentarily softened the sharp edges of ambition and rivalry.

As Roland’s monologue about journalistic integrity gained a second wind, I executed my escape with the grace of a magician vanishing behind a puff of smoke. The dining room offered no real refuge, but at least the appetizer tray didn’t try to lecture me.

Margo and Tobias surrounded it, whispering like conspirators caught between crimes. Tobias looked perfectly at home with his hands tucked behind his back, while Margo—resplendent in raspberry satin—peered into her glass as if expecting it to reveal the future.

“What did you find in Houston?” I asked, though my voice lacked enthusiasm.

Margo sniffed her drink. “Ah, good old Dot put the ‘punch’ back in punch.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Careful, the stash is dwindling. Mother asked Archie this morning if he knew someone who could procure spirits on the black market.”

Tobias’s eyebrow twitched. “Many in your mother’s circle are finding it challenging to entertain without a little chemical cheer. There are, of course, ways—”

“Hush,” Margo said, swatting his arm affectionately. “Don’t go corrupting Penelope. She’s a teetotaler, remember? She’ll turn us all in to the Prohibition Bureau.”

I chuckled. “Oh, please. I’d never turn in my own mother. But I’d gladly orchestrate a sting operation that lands Archibaldy in the cooler.”

Margo threw back her head and laughed—a full-bodied, unladylike Memphis rhythm that drew a glare from one of the waiters. “Your bumbling brother? Kiddo, we could frame him with a grocery list and a typewriter. Not that I’m suggesting we use our skills in such a devious way.”

Tobias, always serious as a Buckingham Palace guard, allowed a chuckle. “To be fair, the man has shown marginal improvement since the trial. Perhaps mild peril suits him.”

“He’s thinking of hanging out a shingle as a defense lawyer,” I said. “Now, what kind of sister would I be if I didn’t encourage him? I can’t keep him around merely as camouflage for me.”

“Indeed,” Tobias said, playing along. “We’ll have to find you a new barrister to hide behind.”

“Or finally give me a title and a private office. The Santa Fe Building has more than enough space.”

The railroad company’s move to the glossy downtown headquarters had been Waley’s grand January gesture—part business, part performance. On paper, we were respectable employees. In reality, we were still his little band of undercover investigators in tailored suits.

“Anonymity fares better in our line of work,” Tobias said, closing the inquiry.

I sighed. “So, Margo, tell me you and Jack didn’t travel all the way to Houston just to confirm that our client is duller than dry toast.”

“It was a complete bust,” she said, taking another sip of punch. “The only interesting part was my conversation with Jack. He mentioned an unsolved murder he’s planning to pitch to Cap’n tomorrow.”

That word—murder—snapped the fog from my brain. “Really? He hasn’t breathed a word of that to me.”

Tobias launched into a lecture about finishing the work in front of us before gallivanting into another case. His voice became the polite hum of a ceiling fan. I smiled, nodded, and drifted away the moment a muffled bark offered a perfect excuse.

The kitchen was a battlefield of silver trays and steam. Ginger, my fluffy partner in both crime and comfort, crouched behind the potato bin with the expression of someone caught in the middle of an art heist.

I knelt and scratched her chin. “Nothing good in here, Gingi. Not a crumb of cake in sight.”

“Cake, dear?” asked a prim voice behind me. “How perfectly plebeian.”

I turned. Elizabeth Nasmith—Dallas’s most self-satisfied caterer—stood over me like a queen addressing her peasants. “My Bavarian cream with aspic garnish always receives the highest praise.”

“From whom?” I asked before I could stop myself. “Sounds like dessert and supper got into a fistfight.”

The woman and I had history, and not the pleasant kind.

Elizabeth’s nostrils flared. “I observed you at dinner, Penelope. You really must evolve beyond food fit for a twelve-year-old boy. Seafood is sophisticated.”

I made a face just to irritate her. “Everyone would prefer real chow. T-bone and cake, Liz. They’re simply too polite to say so.”

“My cuisine is the envy of the elite in this city.” Her eyes narrowed, hands finding her hips. “My daughter tells me you’re still charging about like a schoolboy. I do covet your stamina, though a lady ought to conserve hers for more refined pursuits.”

“How is Bootsy?” I asked. “Still trying to charm the help out of their wages?”

Elizabeth’s painted mouth tightened. “Barbara is perfectly well. All those children to manage now.” She stepped closer and pinched my cheek as if testing dough. “You do still maintain your looks. Fortunate, really—since your reputation does so little work on your behalf.”

I smiled, slow and deliberate. “Fortunate indeed. Some of us are simply blessed.”

Then, with Ginger tucked under my arm and my chin held high, I glided past her, every step a tiny declaration of victory.

Inside, though, I tallied a dozen excellent reasons not to whirl around and box her ears—just as I’d done to her daughter back in school. Growth, I reminded myself, was exhausting.

In the backyard, the air cooled enough to make my breath puff faintly in the light from the porch. I tossed Ginger’s baseball across the lawn. She bounded after it, all red curls and determination.

When she barked for more, I upped the challenge, sending it skittering onto the roof of the garage. She danced beneath it, tail wagging furiously as it rolled down, then leapt to catch it mid-bounce like Ty Cobb making the play of his life.

Jack’s footsteps creaked on the porch behind me. Before I could turn, he stole a kiss—quick but certain. I lingered longer than I intended, hands tightening at his arms as he pulled me close.

Then I pushed him away with mock outrage. “You told Margo about a murder you want to investigate, and you didn’t tell me? What gives, Newsie? I’m dying of boredom with this refinery case.”

He chuckled, brushing a thumb along my jaw. “What do you have to be bored about, Pen? Archie told me you and Whitcomb are a match made in matrimonial heaven.”

“Jealous?”

“Nah, though I am a little miffed Archie isn’t on my side. I thought I won him and Dot over on our little sea cruise.”

I groaned. “My brother misses most of life’s subtleties. But sure, why not? I’ll marry the dullard Gerald Whitcomb for his oil money.”

“Sounds romantic.” Jack’s grin deepened.

“Terribly.” I crossed my arms. “Now, enough gossip. Tell me about the murder before I go pour the punch over someone’s head.”

“All right.” He leaned against the porch rail. “It happened about five months ago.”

I perked up. “Not ideal, but still solvable. You know I can’t resist a good cold case.”

“I hoped you’d say so.”

“Too bad Waley will never approve us poking around while we’re chained to this oil snooze.”

He smiled, that infuriating, soft-edged smile that always made me forgive him too quickly. “I’ll figure out a way. Tell me—did you ever play pirates as a kid?”

“Pirates?” I laughed. “I was more of a baseball-and-bicycle tomboy. But I suppose you were out there looting the sandbox?”

“Absolutely. My grandfather’s cane made an excellent cutlass.” Jack mimed a sword fight with a buccaneer.

I tilted my head. “So this is about pirates, then? Did you and Margo detour to Galveston and dig up buried treasure?”

“Not Galveston.” His voice lowered, conspiratorial. “This one’s up the coast of Maine. A house on a cliff. Local legends about pirates and missing treasure. And a man found dead on Halloween with a pumpkin for a head.”

My breath caught, part thrill, part disbelief. I flung Ginger’s ball too hard this time and watched it soar over the fence into Mr. March’s yard.

“Stop it,” I said, eyes narrowing. “You’re making that up. A distraction because I’ve been so bored without murder.”

“It’s a real case, Penelope.”

“In Maine? How did you hear about a murder way up there?”

Jack pulled something from his jacket pocket—a folded telegram, edges worn from travel. “The dead man left me his house in his will.”
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Ink Stains and Long Lunches





The conference room carried a peculiar scent: a crisp, new-office sharpness the pipe-smoking lawyers down the hall seemed desperate to overpower. This floor, which superstitious tenants bypassed like a black cat, was T.J. Waley’s private joke. As a big thinker who believed superstition was merely a weakness to be leveraged, he leased the entire suite for a song. 

Afternoon light, filtered through the tall, frosted windows, cast long stripes across the polished oak table. Tobias stood before the chalkboards like a headmaster delivering a disappointing report card.

“The accountants,” he said, in his crisp British way to make every statement sound irrefutable. “They’re the likeliest culprits, or at least one of them is. I’m afraid this will require weeks of investigation and bringing several of our undercover chaps into the fold.”

Waley leaned back, chair groaning in protest, and folded his hands behind his head. “Whitcomb’s an important man, and a vital cog in the nation’s economy. I promised him we’d find the snake stealing from his till.” He studied the chalkboard. “You’re certain this old boy he suspects is clean? The executive officer?”

Margo, nursing the results of a high-spirited evening and her coffee in equal measure, gave a little sniff. “Clean as a preacher’s soul. And as dull as the wallpaper in his office—no imagination, no nerve. If he’s guilty of anything, it’s terminal boredom.”

Waley’s brow furrowed. “And the new boat, the car, the Galveston house—all legitimate?”

“Quite,” Margo said. “He’s a wizard in the stock market, Cap’n. He doesn’t need to rob the company blind when the Dow can do it for him.”

“Fine.” Waley pushed himself upright, his custom Texas-cut suit jacket settling without a wrinkle on his broad shoulders. He turned toward the chalkboard. “Then we divide and conquer. There are a dozen possible embezzlers in the accounting department, but we can rule out four entirely. That still leaves eight potential snakes in the grass.”

Tobias distributed thin folders like playing cards. “We’ll send a team to Houston for an extended stay. Penelope, you’ll pose as secretary to the department head.”

“Lovely,” I said, flipping through the file.

Waley hit me with a steely-blue glare. “I understand this isn’t the most exciting assignment, but Whitcomb is an important client. If you aren’t up to the task…”

“Dozens of men in identical suits. I’ll have them dizzy in a day.” I winked.

“Eyes and ears open, Kiddo,” Margo said, patting my hand. “Focus on what you do best and immerse yourself in the office gossip.”

Tobias straightened his perfectly aligned tie. “Do remember, discretion is key. No dramatics.”

I saluted him with my folder. “Yes, sir. Low drama, high charm.”

“You’re quiet, Jack.” Waley’s gaze shifted. “And when you’re silent, the hair on the back of my neck prickles—the same way it did when a torpedo was aimed my way.”

Jack lounged in his chair, a grin playing on his lips. “Glad you asked, Cap’n.” He slid a photograph across the table. “This is your man. He’s the embezzler.”

Tobias blinked. “You can’t possibly know that.”

“I can and do,” Jack said. “And now that this matter is closed, we can shift our focus to new business in Maine.”

“Maine?” Waley repeated.

“A newspaperman was murdered in a small town called Harborwick. Rumors of pirate treasure, gold stolen from the U.S. Treasury, and curses going back a century.” Jack leaned forward, elbows on the table, his grin sharpening. “Not to mention ties to Ichabod Crane, being that he was found with a pumpkin for a head. Halloween’s extending its tentacles months later, folks.”

Tobias groaned softly, the sound of a man holding back a lecture. “You can’t simply pick your next assignment like it’s a menu choice. Especially when we haven’t closed the last one.”

“Eh.” Jack waved off the concern. “All that’s left is to cross the T’s and dot the I’s.”

I rested my chin on my hand. “Jack, this better be more than a hunch if you expect us to go along with you.”

“An educated deduction,” he said, tapping the photograph. “Reginald Schottenheimer is our embezzler.”

Margo squinted. “Because he avoided eye contact? That’s flimsy, even for you.”

Jack hopped to his feet, already wiping Tobias’s neat chalk columns off the board. “The motive is easy: he has a child with a medical issue and needs quick cash. But I assume you require something more substantial, so I came up with six reasons Mr. Schottenheimer is our man. Want to hear them?”

Waley swept a hand across the room. “By all means, professor, enlighten us.”

“You came up with six reasons from a single interview spanning a couple of minutes?” Margo arched a skeptical eyebrow. “And you didn’t think to bring up these reasons on the train back from Houston?”

“He’s telling us now. Go on, Jack.” Captain’s serious expression didn’t fool anyone. He loved Jack’s party tricks. The more theatrical the better.

Usually, I scoffed at the mentalism smoke and mirrors, but a quick resolution would allow us to go to Maine and work on the pumpkin head case.

Jack scribbled in bold strokes of thick white chalk. “Number one: Mr. Schottenheimer tapped his fingers when he answered the lovely Miss Margo’s questions. He didn’t refer to the ledger once. Only somebody cooking the books would keep running figures in his head like a guilty metronome.”

Tobias crossed his arms. “Let’s hope your other five are more convincing.”

Jack grinned. “Number two: a brand-new Waltham gold watch. Management salary doesn’t stretch that far.”

I sighed at his nonsense. “Jack, come on.”

“Skeptics? Still?” He huffed. “Number three: an ink-stained thumb—just one. The honest clerks have all ten smudged.”

Margo chuckled. “That’s your proof? He’s neat?”

“They shouldn’t be dirty at all. Schottenheimer is management. A publisher, not a scribe, as it were.” Jack rocked on his heels. “He doesn’t work with numbers unless he’s rewriting them. Cooking the books.”

Waley leaned forward, his mouth curling. “I like that one.”

Jack spun the chalk in his hand like a magician’s wand. “Number four: The man protects his locked desk drawer like it's a safe holding the secrets of the universe.”

“Perhaps you made him nervous,” I said.

Jack shoved a hand in his pocket. “Of what? He believed Margo and I were there to take official company portraits. Too protective for a man with nothing to hide.”

“Still circumstantial,” Tobias said.

“I still have two more chances to convince you.” Jack pivoted back to the board. “Number five: I charmed his secretary into spilling his lunch schedule. He takes suspiciously long lunches—two hours, sometimes three.”

“So, he’s stealing company time? That doesn’t mean he’s embezzling,” I said.

“Accountants are creatures of habit. When they start breaking rhythm, something’s amiss.”

I gave him a sideways smile. “And six?”

He grinned wider. “Shame. The man is lousy with it. He can’t even look the camera in the eye, much less his boss.”

I studied the portrait and realized he solved the case.

Margo set down her coffee cup. “All right, Newsie. Against my better judgment, I believe you figured it out.”

Tobias thumbed through the file, frowning but not arguing. “We should question the man.”

“No need for us all to flit on down to Houston. I’m quite certain he’ll confess if you apply the proper pressure.” Jack smirked. “In the meantime, I’ll fill in the Cap’n here on all things Harborwick, Maine.”

Waley narrowed his gaze. “I’m not in the habit of taking cases without a paying client, Bentley.”

“There’ll be plenty of loot to go around, I assure you.” Jack produced a spyglass from his pocket. “Cap’n, did you ever play pirates as a boy?”


      [image: ]“Your art of persuasion is impressive,” I said as we left the conference room. “You barely mentioned inheriting the house from the victim—you spun pirate treasure and missing gold until Waley’s inner twelve-year-old set sail.”

Jack grinned, pushing open the frosted glass door to the hallway. “Never underestimate the power of boyhood adventure, Penelope. I sold Cap’n a map and an imagination.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

“Adorable? Glad you think so.” He offered his arm, and I looped mine through before I could think better of it. “How about lunch? My treat.”

“Really? Anything I want?”

“As long as they serve it at the Seltzer,” he said, referring to our favorite Dallas diner.

“Afterward, Neiman’s,” I said as we stepped into the elevator. I need something appropriate for a Maine spring. Any idea what the weather’s like?”

“Pack for Siberia, basically.” He shivered dramatically. “I called the Harborwick Herald for the weather report. Highs around forty-five, nights below freezing, and a coastal breeze sharp enough to shave with.”

“Sounds dreadful. Is it at least sunny?”

“Mostly overcast,” he said. “But when the sun does break through—cliffs, sea mist, whitecaps. Romantic.”

“Keep your mind on the murder, Casanova.”

He tilted his head, blue eyes glinting. “I can do two things at once. Speaking of distractions, you didn’t secretly accept Whitcomb’s marriage proposal, did you?”

“Why? Are you jealous?”

“Nope, just amused.” He smirked. “Because you only have eyes for me.”

“Arrogant.”

“Accurate.”

I kissed him to wipe the smug grin off his face—and maybe because I wanted to. The elevator chimed, and I shoved him backward with a laugh. “If you want to marry me someday, Bentley, you’d better find a decent place to live. That dingy boarding house isn’t going to cut it.”

For once, Mr. Smug lost his footing—literally and otherwise. He leaned against the wall, dazed, while I strode ahead, heels tapping like a victory march.

He caught up before we reached the lobby doors and slipped his hand into mine. “As it happens, I’ve just inherited a nice home in Harborwick, Maine.”

I arched a brow. “And a better car. Maybe some clothes that you didn’t win in a poker game?”

“Ambitious list,” he said, eyes twinkling. “But I’m on a roll. Solved an embezzlement before lunch, talked the captain into a murder by dinner. You’ve got to admit, I deliver.”

“You also conveniently left out all those clues you already had from Houston,” I said, giving him a playful shove. “You made me think you were winging it when you pointed to Mr. Schottenheimer’s picture.”

He shrugged. “All’s fair in love and war.”

I stopped short. “So this is love, is it?”

He stepped closer, his voice low and teasing. “Durn tootin’.”

And just like that, the man who could talk circles around anyone left me speechless—for once.
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