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      To Scott -

      You’re my hero.

      

      To Edith -

      Our first granddaughter. We can’t wait to meet you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Liliana Hart

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

    

    
      
        Pre-Order Chilled to the Bone

      

      
        The Lies We Tell

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Liliana Hart

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY LILIANA HART

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JJ Graves Mystery Series

        Dirty Little Secrets

        A Dirty Shame

        Dirty Rotten Scoundrel

        Down and Dirty

        Dirty Deeds

        Dirty Laundry

        Dirty Money

        A Dirty Job

        Dirty Devil

        Playing Dirty

        Dirty Martini

        Dirty Dozen

        Dirty Minds

        Dirty Weekend

        Dirty Looks

        Dirty Liars

        Dirty Valentine

      

        

      
        Addison Holmes Mystery Series

        Whiskey Rebellion

        Whiskey Sour

        Whiskey For Breakfast

        Whiskey, You’re The Devil

        Whiskey on the Rocks

        Whiskey Tango Foxtrot

        Whiskey and Gunpowder

        Whiskey Lullaby

      

        

      
        The Scarlet Chronicles

        Bouncing Betty

        Hand Grenade Helen

        Front Line Francis

      

        

      
        The Harley and Davidson Mystery Series

        The Farmer’s Slaughter

        A Tisket a Casket

        I Saw Mommy Killing Santa Claus

        Get Your Murder Running

        Deceased and Desist

        Malice in Wonderland

        Tequila Mockingbird

        Gone With the Sin

        Grime and Punishment

        Blazing Rattles

        A Salt and Battery

        Curl Up and Dye

        First Comes Death Then Comes Marriage

        Box Set 1

        Box Set 2

        Box Set 3

      

        

      
        The Gravediggers

        The Darkest Corner

        Gone to Dust

        Say No More

      

        

      
        Laurel Valley

        Tribulation Pass

        Redemption Road

        Midnight Clear

        Forgiveness River

        Atonement Trail

      

      

    

  


  
    
      A woman is like a tea bag⁠—

      you never know how strong she is until she gets in hot water.

      ~Eleanor Roosevelt

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The evidence box smelled like decades of mildew and neglect—that particular combination of damp paper and dust that made my sinuses revolt and definitely killed my appetite for lunch.

      The Perfect Steep had been in my possession for exactly ten years and three months, and in all that time, I’d developed certain immutable truths about running a tea shop on Grimm Island. First, Mrs. Pinkerton would arrive at 7:15 sharp for her English Breakfast, never Ceylon, because Ceylon reminded her of her third husband who’d run off with a woman from Beaufort. Second, tourists would inevitably ask if we served sweet tea, at which point I’d have to explain that sweet tea and proper tea were entirely different creatures, like comparing a house cat to a tiger. And third, Sheriff Dashiell Beckett had started appearing at my counter with increasing frequency over the past three weeks, always ordering something different as if he were methodically working through my entire menu.

      Today’s visit came with a moldering evidence box that he’d placed directly between my carefully arranged displays of imported teas and this morning’s batch of lemon scones.

      My name is Mabel McCoy, though on Grimm Island, I was known by various other titles—Patrick’s widow, that tea shop woman, the one who’d helped solve the Calvert case, and most recently (according to Mrs. Pembroke’s gossiping circle), the sheriff’s latest interest. The last one made me uncomfortable in ways I wasn’t ready to examine, like probing a tooth that might be starting to ache.

      The island itself was a peculiar place, shaped like a crooked finger pointing out into the Atlantic, thirty minutes from Charleston but a world unto itself. We had just over ten thousand permanent residents, one stoplight that nobody really obeyed, and more secrets per square mile than anywhere else in South Carolina. The Spanish moss that draped our live oaks wasn’t the only thing that hung heavy here—the past clung to everything like morning fog off the marsh.

      “You can’t keep bringing your decomposing evidence to my place of business,” I told Dash, though my protest lacked conviction. In the three weeks since we’d closed the Calvert case, he’d developed this habit of treating The Perfect Steep as his auxiliary office. Last Tuesday, he’d spread crime-scene photos across my counter during the lunch rush, causing Mrs. Wilson to faint into her oolong. Thursday, he’d brought in a box of what he swore were just old files but turned out to contain someone’s collection of teeth. Human teeth, as Dottie Simmons had helpfully identified while examining them with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for Christmas presents.

      “I brought provisions,” Dash said, producing a white box from Beaumont’s Bakery. “Apple turnovers. Still warm.”

      It was deeply unfair how quickly he’d learned my weaknesses. Apple turnovers occupied a sacred space in my personal hierarchy of pleasures, right between finding a pristine 1940s dress at an estate sale and perfectly harmonizing with Ella Fitzgerald on “Dream a Little Dream.”

      “Bribery is unbecoming of an officer of the law,” I said, but I was already opening the box, inhaling the scent of cinnamon and buttery pastry that temporarily overwhelmed whatever was fermenting in his evidence box.

      Chowder, my French bulldog and self-appointed shop mascot, lifted his head from his designated window seat to investigate. Today he wore his new sailor suit—a navy-blue number with white piping and an actual sailor’s cap that I had special-ordered from a boutique pet store in Charleston. His closet now rivaled mine, filled with bow ties, vests, seasonal costumes, and formal wear for what he considered special occasions—meaning any day ending in Y.

      “That’s new,” Dash observed, nodding at Chowder’s ensemble. “The hat’s a nice touch.”

      “He’s got a photo shoot later,” I said, only half joking. The Grimm Island Gazette had started featuring Chowder in their weekly Island Pets column, and he’d developed quite a following. Last week, a tourist had asked for a selfie with him. Chowder had obliged.

      The Perfect Steep occupied a corner building that had lived more lives than a cat with good health insurance. Built in 1892 as Grimm’s Pharmacy, where old Dr. Grimm (the founder’s son) had dispensed remedies that were equal parts medicine and moonshine, it had evolved through various incarnations. During Prohibition, it had masqueraded as a flower shop that sold suspiciously few flowers but moved impressive amounts of Canadian whisky through its back room. In the 1950s, it had been Eloise’s Dress Shop, where my grandmother had bought her wedding dress and where, according to island legend, Eloise had run a betting ring on horse races from the fitting rooms.

      Now it was mine, painted the soft blue of a robin’s egg in spring, with white trim that I touched up religiously every March whether it needed it or not. The interior was a careful balance of chaos and comfort—mismatched vintage tables and chairs I’d rescued from estate sales, each wall in a different pastel, and shelves lined with tea canisters from around the world. The original heart pine floors creaked in three specific spots that I’d memorized like a map, allowing me to navigate the shop in complete darkness if necessary—a skill that had come in handy during Hurricane Matthew when the power had been out for four days.

      “So what fresh horror have you brought me today?” I asked, gesturing at the evidence box with a butter knife I’d been using to spread clotted cream on a scone I’d probably never get to eat.

      “Cold case from 1985,” Dash said, his fingers drumming against the box in that pattern I’d noticed he did when something was bothering him—three taps, pause, three taps, pause. “Double homicide. Never solved. I figured it would be perfect for you and the Silver Sleuths.”

      The shop’s morning regulars had assumed their positions. Mrs. Pinkerton sat in the window seat she’d claimed as her own five years ago, working on another needlepoint sampler with inappropriate sayings. She liked to give them as bridal shower gifts. Most likely every married woman on Grimm Island had a needlepoint sampler from Iris Pinkerton. I had one hanging in my guest bathroom that said Don’t Be An…and then a picture of a donkey that must have taken her hours. It was a rite of passage for new brides.

      Marcus Wheeler occupied the corner table, his newspaper folded to the obituaries—not because he was morbid, but because, as he’d once explained, it was the only section of the paper that couldn’t lie to you. People were either dead or they weren’t. There was a simple honesty to that which appealed to him after his wife had passed three years ago. He ordered the same thing every morning—Darjeeling with one sugar, no milk—and spent exactly ninety minutes pretending to read while actually dozing behind his paper.

      And then there was Dottie Simmons, one of the members of the infamous Silver Sleuths, who’d commandeered the table nearest the counter and was regaling two trapped tourists with a detailed explanation of how different types of soil affected decomposition rates. The tourists—a young couple wearing matching I Survived Hurricane Season T-shirts they’d definitely bought at the tourist trap on Harbor Street—looked like they were reconsidering their survival.

      “Sandy soil, like we have here on the island, creates interesting conditions,” Dottie was explaining, adjusting her green cat-eye glasses that had been out of style for so long they’d circled back to being almost fashionable. “The salinity acts as a natural preservative for certain tissues, while the moisture accelerates the breakdown of others. I once examined a body that had been buried in the marsh for six months, and the differential decomposition was absolutely fascinating⁠—”

      “Dottie,” I called over. “You’re disrupting their digestion.”

      “They asked what I did before retirement,” she protested with the wounded innocence of someone who genuinely didn’t understand why discussing putrefaction over breakfast might be considered inappropriate.

      The tourists threw money on the table for a tip and fled. Dottie watched them go with the satisfaction of a cat who’d successfully defended her territory from interlopers.

      “Forty years is nothing in the right conditions,” she continued, seamlessly transitioning her attention to us. “I’ve seen tissue samples from the Civil War that were still identifiable. There was this one case in Charleston where they were renovating an old church and found⁠—”

      “The Pickering–Bailey case,” Dash interrupted, before Dottie could launch into what I knew from experience would be a forty-minute dissertation on historical preservation of human remains.

      The change in Dottie was immediate and dramatic. She went from animated lecturer to stone-still sentinel, her teacup frozen halfway to her lips. I’d seen that look before—it was the expression she got when someone mentioned a case that had left marks on her psyche, the kind that visited her in the small hours of the night when the world was quiet and the dead felt closer.

      “You’re reopening Pickering–Bailey?” Her voice had dropped an octave, losing its usual theatrical quality.

      “I’ve been systematically reviewing all the cold cases,” Dash said. “This one stands out. I want you guys to take a look at it.”

      “Good Lord.” Dottie set down her cup with exaggerated care. “Ruby Bailey and Reverend George Pickering. Found at Turtle Point, September 16, 1985. I did both autopsies.”

      She stood and approached the counter with the measured stride of someone approaching a coffin. Even at seventy-eight, Dottie moved with purpose when something mattered.

      “That case was wrong from the beginning,” she said, peering at the box like it might contain something contagious. “Three different people confessed. All three knew details that weren’t public. All three recanted within a week, claiming coercion. Evidence went missing. Witnesses changed their stories. The whole thing stank worse than a body left in a hot car in August.”

      The morning light streaming through my lace curtains had taken on a different quality, like looking at the world through old glass. The usual sounds of Harbor Street—tourists chattering, seagulls arguing over stolen funnel cake, the distant toll of the marina bell—seemed muffled, as if the past was pressing in on the present, demanding attention.

      “Tell me about Ruby,” I said, because in my limited experience with murder, it always came back to the victims. They were the ones who mattered, whose stories needed telling, whose voices had been silenced but whose truths had a way of surfacing like bodies in the marsh—inevitable, patient, refusing to stay buried.

      “Ruby Bailey was thirty-two,” Dottie said, her clinical tone at odds with the emotion in her eyes. “Single mother, worked cleaning houses for the wealthy families on the island. She was pretty in that way that made certain men think they owned her, if you know what I mean. Dark hair, green eyes, a smile that could light up a room when she let it. Sang in the church choir and had a voice like an angel.”

      She paused, and I could see her sifting through memories like photographs in an album, each one preserved in the strange amber of professional detachment.

      “The autopsy showed defensive wounds on her hands and arms. She fought hard. Multiple contusions, a fractured orbital bone, three broken ribs.” Dottie’s voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “Someone cut out her tongue. Postmortem, thank God, but still.”

      Marcus Wheeler’s newspaper rustled from the corner. He’d lowered it enough to peer over the top, his weathered face pale beneath its permanent sunburn.

      “You’re talking about the Pickering–Bailey murders,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      We all turned to look at him. Marcus Wheeler, who’d been coming to my shop for three years and had never contributed more than a mumbled greeting and exact change, suddenly had our complete attention.

      “My brother Tommy worked that case,” he continued, his voice rough with disuse or emotion. “Deputy Thomas Wheeler. Maybe you’ve seen his name in the files.”

      Dash nodded slowly. “His reports are in here.”

      “Tommy died in ’98. Heart attack, they said.” Marcus folded his newspaper with precise creases, the same way he’d probably been folding it for fifty years. “But he was never the same after that case. Used to wake up screaming about what he’d seen. Kept saying the real killer was still out there, walking around free, probably having Sunday dinner with their family like nothing had happened.”

      He stood slowly, joints protesting with audible pops that sounded like punctuation marks to his story.

      “Some things on this island are better left buried, Sheriff,” he said, shuffling toward the door. “But if you’re determined to dig them up, be careful who you trust. Forty years is a long time, but not long enough for some folks to forget. Or forgive.”

      The door chimed as he left, the cheerful sound at odds with the weight of his warning.

      “Well,” Dottie said after a moment. “That was sufficiently ominous.”

      “Your autopsy report,” Dash said, pulling her attention back. “It mentions inconsistencies with the crime scene.”

      “Everything about that scene was wrong,” Dottie said. “Reverend Pickering was on his knees when he died—single gunshot wound to the head execution style—the angle of the wound was clear. Ruby was shot multiple times in the chest, point-blank range. The killer was up close and personal. But the bodies were positioned. Staged. The killer moved them into a lover’s embrace, so they held each other in death.”

      The shop had gone quiet in the way that happens when people are discussing the dead—a respectful hush, as if normal conversation might disturb them. Even the coffee maker seemed to percolate more softly, and the ceiling fan that usually squeaked on every third rotation had gone silent.

      “Why would someone stage the scene like that?” I asked.

      “Their relationship was a scandal,” Dottie said. “Reverend Pickering was married with children. And Ruby singing in the choir every Sunday and meeting him in the cover of night. There were whispers, of course. It’s hard to keep something like that quiet. You start to notice intimate looks and touches, and they weren’t too careful about it. My best guess is whoever killed them wanted everyone to know what they’d been up to outside of the pulpit.”

      “Jealousy?” I asked. “Like the reverend’s wife?”

      “That’s probably a good place to start,” Dash said.

      The door chimed again, and we all turned with the guilty startle of children caught telling ghost stories. But it was just Bea Livingston, sweeping in wearing a caftan that could have doubled as a sail for a small yacht. Today’s was purple and gold with what appeared to be actual bells sewn into the hem, which announced her every movement like a one-woman parade.

      “Whatever you’re all discussing looks serious enough to curdle milk,” she announced, making her way toward us with surprising grace for someone wearing what amounted to an entire fabric store. “Dottie’s got her death face on, and the sheriff looks like someone stole his patrol car.”

      At eighty years of age, Bea had been married three times, widowed twice, divorced once, and was currently entertaining what she called “several gentleman callers,” though most of them were confined to the assisted-living facility on the mainland and could only call on days when the shuttle was running.

      “The sheriff is reviewing cold cases,” I explained.

      “Oh?” Bea’s eyes lit up with a gleam that meant gossip receptors had been activated. “Which one? Please tell me it’s juicy.”

      “The Pickering–Bailey murders,” Dash said carefully.

      The transformation in Bea was instant. Her theatrical manner dropped like a discarded costume, and for a moment, I saw the woman underneath—someone who’d lived through enough history to know which parts of it still had teeth.

      “Ruby Bailey and Reverend Pickering,” she said slowly, as if tasting the names after years of not speaking them. “Lord, I haven’t thought about them in ages.” She helped herself to one of the apple turnovers Dash had brought, but her usual enthusiasm for pilfered pastries was absent. “Ruby cleaned my house on Thursdays. Every Thursday for three years, until…”

      “You knew her?” Dash asked.

      “Everyone knew Ruby, one way or another. She cleaned half the houses on the island—the big ones, the ones that belonged to the old families.” Bea settled into a chair with unusual solemnity. “She was married to Jimmy Thorne for a couple of years. Long enough to have a kid with him. But he was an abusive womanizer, and she left him and moved back home with her mother. Took the kid with her.”

      The name fell into the conversation like a stone into still water, sending ripples through the quiet shop.

      “Jimmy Thorne was rotten through and through,” Bea continued. “Used to knock Ruby around when he’d been drinking, which was most nights. But he had an alibi for the murder—was sleeping it off in the county lockup. Drunk and disorderly, as usual.”

      Thorne. One of the old island families, the ones whose names were on streets and buildings and memorial plaques all over town. The Thornes had owned the marina before selling it to developers in the nineties, had run the ferry service before the bridge was built, had their fingers in every pie on the island until those pies started running out.

      “Ruby was a beautiful woman,” Bea continued. “And she wasn’t afraid to use what the good Lord gave her. If it was me I would’ve picked someone wealthy and old enough to die and leave me all his money. But she picked George Pickering—a preacher with no money and a wife. I guess she didn’t get brains to go along with her beauty.”

      “What was the boy’s name?” Dottie asked. “I remember he had the biggest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

      “Good grief, Dottie,” Bea said. “Take your B12 vitamins. How can you not remember Michael Bailey?”

      “Hush up, Bea. I know who Michael Bailey is. I just couldn’t remember his name for a minute. I remember the important things and that’s what matters.”

      “Michael Bailey,” I said and then looked at Dash. “He runs the funeral home.”

      Michael was a quiet man who’d probably buried half the island over the past twenty years, including Patrick. I remembered him from the funeral—professional, composed, with the kind of practiced sympathy that came from dealing with grief as a daily occupation.

      “Poor thing was only ten when his mama died,” Bea said. “Can you imagine? Growing up knowing someone did that to your mother and got away with it? I can’t believe he stayed on the island. That’s a hard thing to carry around your whole life—people looking at you and remembering the scandal.”

      I couldn’t imagine. Didn’t want to.

      The morning was slipping away from me. The lunch crowd would start arriving soon—the ladies who ordered their Darjeeling and cucumber sandwiches—the business people grabbing quick takeout—the tourists looking for authentic island atmosphere.

      “I should let you get back to work,” Dash said, but he made no move to leave.

      “You’re leaving the box,” I observed.

      “I thought you might want to look through it,” he said carefully. “You have a different perspective. You know the families, the connections that someone like me—someone not from here—might miss.”

      It was true. Being an outsider on Grimm Island was like trying to read a book where half the words were written in invisible ink. You could see the obvious story, but the real narrative, the one that mattered, was hidden in the spaces between—in the feuds that went back generations, the marriages that connected unlikely families, the secrets that everyone knew but no one discussed.

      “I’ll call the others,” Dottie said, meaning the rest of the Silver Sleuths. Since the Calvert case, they’d considered themselves an official investigative unit. “Walt will want to know about this. He’s probably got seventeen conspiracy theories about the Pickering–Bailey murders already.”

      “Just seventeen?” I asked. “He’s slipping.”

      As Dash prepared to leave—he had a meeting with the mayor about budget allocations, which sounded about as pleasant as a root canal performed by an angry dentist—he paused at the door.

      “Dinner tonight?” he asked, and it was phrased as a question but felt like a foregone conclusion. We’d fallen into this rhythm without ever formally acknowledging it—three, sometimes four nights a week, he’d show up at my door with takeout from various restaurants, we’d spread case files across my dining room table, and somewhere between the sweet-and-sour chicken and the second glass of wine, we’d stop talking about murder and start talking about everything else.

      “I’ll cook,” I offered, surprising myself. I’d been subsisting on takeout and tea shop leftovers for so long that my kitchen had started to feel more like a museum exhibit than a functional room.

      “What are you making?” he asked, arching a brow.

      “It’s a surprise,” I said, because I had no idea. I’d figure that out during the lunch rush, while making sandwiches and serving tea and pretending not to be thinking about a murder that happened when I was negative six years old.

      After he left, I stood looking at the evidence box on my counter. It sat there like a portal to 1985, to a time when someone had killed two people and arranged their bodies like dolls, had cut out a woman’s tongue to make a point that apparently still needed making four decades later.

      Chowder waddled over, his sailor hat slightly askew, and looked up at me with those bulging eyes that somehow managed to convey both unconditional love and deep skepticism about my life choices.

      “I know,” I told him. “But first, we have customers to serve.”

      I hefted the evidence box under the counter, out of sight but decidedly not out of mind. As I turned to greet the Methodist ladies, I caught Dottie watching me from her table. She raised her teacup in a small salute—a gesture that somehow said she understood perfectly well that boxes full of old murders had to wait their turn, but that they would not, under any circumstances, be forgotten.

      The lunch rush was about to descend upon The Perfect Steep like a plague of polite locusts, all wanting their specific teas prepared just so, their sandwiches cut in certain ways, their scones warmed to precise temperatures. For the next three hours, I would be Mabel McCoy, tea shop proprietor, dispenser of Earl Grey and sympathy in equal measure.

      But tonight, after I’d completed whatever culinary adventure I’d promised Dash, after the dishes were done and Chowder was snoring in his bed, I would open that box. I would read about Ruby Bailey and Reverend Pickering, whose affair had scandalized the island. About two people who’d died at Turtle Point in a violence that spoke of rage and twisted love and secrets worth killing for.

      The door chimed again. More customers. The lunch rush had officially begun.

      Forty years was a long time for secrets to ferment, like tea left too long in the pot—growing bitter, darker, impossible to swallow. But secrets, unlike tea, couldn’t simply be poured down the drain.

      I smiled at the Methodist ladies and reached for my order pad, as if there weren’t a box beneath my counter holding the story of two people who’d loved unwisely and died violently.

      As if the truth hadn’t been waiting all this time, patient as the tide, for someone to finally care enough to look.
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      The cognac erupted into flames with an enthusiasm that Julia Child would have called “marvelous” but which I found mildly alarming. The blue fire leaped toward my kitchen ceiling with the kind of ambition usually reserved for escaping prisoners or social climbers at the yacht club.

      “Julia said to let it burn off naturally,” I muttered to myself, gripping the pan’s handle as flames licked upward. “She did not mention ceiling height requirements.”

      The back door opened just as the flames reached their crescendo, and Sheriff Dash Beckett walked in to find me wielding a flaming pan like some sort of culinary Viking preparing for battle.

      “Should I call the fire department?” he asked, that half smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Or is this dinner and a show?”

      “This,” I said with as much dignity as one could muster while potentially setting one’s kitchen ablaze, “Is a classic French technique.” I smoothly slid the pan off the heat, and the flames began to subside, leaving behind the rich scent of caramelized onions, wine, and what might have been slightly singed eyebrow.

      Chowder watched from his kitchen bed, wearing his Friday evening attire—a small velvet smoking jacket. He regarded the flaming pan with the kind of detached interest usually reserved for watching other people’s children have tantrums in grocery stores.

      “Coq au vin?” Dash asked, moving closer to inspect the pan’s contents. He’d changed out of his uniform into jeans and a dark henley that made him look less like Grimm Island’s sheriff and more like someone who might actually have a life outside of law enforcement. I tried not to notice how his shoulders filled out the shirt and seemed to mold to every muscle in his arms and chest. I said I tried not to notice, not that I was successful at it. Dashiell Beckett was a pleasure to look at.

      “The Julia Child version,” I confirmed, returning the pan to the heat at a more reasonable temperature. “I found the recipe this morning at Dr. Morrison’s office, of all places. Clarissa had left last month’s Southern Living splayed open on the wrong page—she’d been looking at ‘Ten-Minute Dinners for Busy Moms’ but the magazine had fallen open to Julia’s four-page manifesto on proper coq au vin. Sixteen steps, each one more elaborate than the last. Step seven actually used the phrase ‘a good, vigorous flame’ as if flames came in varying degrees of enthusiasm.”

      “Sixteen steps?” Dash pulled out one of my kitchen stools, the one that had developed a personality disorder—it either squeaked like a dying mouse or sat silent, depending entirely on whether you hit the sweet spot three inches from the left edge. He found it immediately, settling into silence with the kind of precision that made me wonder what else those observant sheriff eyes had catalogued about my kitchen. About me.

      “My cooking involves two steps—open container, apply heat.”

      “That’s a lie and we both know it,” I said, stirring the chicken to coat it in the now-flameless but beautifully aromatic sauce. “I saw you julienne carrots last week. That’s skilled knife work.”

      “YouTube University,” he admitted. “Amazing what you can learn at two in the morning when you can’t sleep.”

      I wanted to ask what kept him awake—was it the job, the adjustment to island life, or something deeper that had driven him from whatever life he’d lived before Grimm Island? But I’d learned that Dash revealed things in his own time, like a cat deciding when it wanted affection. Push too hard and he’d retreat behind that professional façade that fit him like armor.

      Instead, I poured two glasses of the wine I’d opened for the recipe—a decent Burgundy that Patrick had laid down years ago. I’d finally started working through his wine collection this year, each bottle a small goodbye I hadn’t been ready to say until recently.

      “Needs forty minutes to finish properly,” I said, handing him a glass. “Julia was very specific about the timing.”

      “To Julia, then,” Dash said, raising his glass. “And to flames that don’t require fire departments.”

      We were just settling into the comfortable rhythm of conversation—he was telling me about Lois Goodacre’s latest complaint about her neighbor’s wind chimes being “aggressively musical”—when his radio crackled to life.

      “Sheriff, we’ve got a situation at the harbor.” The dispatcher’s voice carried the tone of someone trying to maintain professional calm while dealing with the absurd. “Multiple calls about something huge in the water.”

      Dash set down his wine glass with the resignation of someone who’d learned that Grimm Island’s definition of emergency could range from actual danger to Mr. Fredericks losing his emotional-support iguana again.

      “Define ‘huge,’” he said into the radio.

      “Caller says bigger than a boat. Another says it’s moving. Harbor patrol is requesting backup because we’ve got about thirty people gathering and Eugene Bradshaw is threatening to swim out with his—hold on, I’m getting the exact words—therapeutic intervention equipment.”

      I snorted. Eugene ran the crystal shop on Third Street and firmly believed that every problem, from arthritis to failing marriages, could be solved with the right combination of crystals and positive thinking. Last month he’d tried to heal the pothole on Harbor Street with sage smudging, whatever that was.

      “On my way,” Dash said, then looked at me. “Want to come? Your coq needs another forty minutes anyway, and I might need someone who actually knows all these people.”

      “You want me to be your local guide to crazy?”

      “I prefer the term cultural liaison,” he said, already heading for the door.

      I turned the heat down to the lowest simmer, the kind that would let the flavors meld slowly without any risk of burning. I grabbed my light cardigan. The evening had turned cool with a suddenness that made me think fall would be coming early this year.

      Dash’s SUV still smelled new, the combination of leather and electronics that suggested a vehicle more accustomed to city streets than sandy island roads. But sand had already begun its inevitable invasion—grains in the cup holders, a fine dust on the dashboard that would never fully disappear no matter how much one cleaned.

      “So what do you think it actually is?” I asked as we drove down Harbor Street, passing The Perfect Steep with its windows dark except for the small light I always left on, the one that made the teacups on the shelf glint like small moons.

      “Last week someone called about a sea monster that turned out to be Georgia Bellington’s pool float,” Dash said, taking the turn toward the marina with practiced ease. “If you can imagine a chartreuse dragon the size of a small car, complete with silver wings that caught the wind like sails and googly eyes that somehow made it look both ridiculous and vaguely menacing. The storm had lifted it clean over her fence—we found security footage later—and it had sailed three miles across the island to traumatize a group of early morning kayakers who thought they were witnessing the return of something prehistoric.”

      “Georgia was convinced the Clemmons twins had orchestrated the whole thing,” I said, remembering her standing in The Perfect Steep, vibrating with righteous indignation while clutching a manila folder she claimed contained evidence of their delinquency dating back to kindergarten. “Even after Tom Clemmons showed her the security footage of the storm launching it like a medieval siege weapon.”

      Dash’s mouth twitched and his eyes gleamed with humor. It was the same expression he’d worn when Eugene Bradshaw had reported his meditation crystals stolen, only to find them in his other pants. “She came to the station yesterday with a notebook full of YouTube screenshots. Apparently the twins have been watching videos about weather patterns. She wanted to know if that constituted probable cause for a search warrant. She was completely serious.”

      “Well, you traded in excitement for island life, so…”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said, grinning.

      The harbor came into view, and even from a distance, I could see the crowd gathered on the main dock. The setting sun painted the water copper and gold, and silhouetted against it were enough people that whatever was happening had drawn serious attention.

      We parked and made our way through the crowd, Dash’s presence creating a natural path as people stepped aside like water around a stone. I recognized most of them—Howard from the bookstore with his phone held high, determined to document history in the making, the Methodist youth group kids in their usual uniform of ripped jeans and hoodies (even though it was May and entirely too hot to wear a hoodie), and Vivian Lockwood clutching the pearl necklace she wore religiously, running the beads through her fingers like worry stones. The pearls had belonged to her grandmother, who’d reportedly won them in a poker game from a Charleston madam in 1923—a story Vivian neither confirmed nor denied but told through the knowing arch of her left eyebrow whenever anyone asked.

      “There!” someone shouted, pointing at the water about fifty yards out.

      Something large and dark broke the surface, water streaming off it in sheets that caught the dying light. It wasn’t moving like debris. It rolled slightly, and I caught a glimpse of what looked like a massive flipper.

      “Is that a whale?” I breathed, hardly believing what I was seeing.

      Whales occasionally passed by Grimm Island during migration, but they stayed in deep water, visible only as distant spouts on clear days. This one was close enough that I could see barnacles on its hide when it surfaced again.

      “Everyone stay back from the edge,” Dash called out, his sheriff voice cutting through the excited chatter. “Harbor patrol is en route.”

      “It’s a sign!” Eugene Bradshaw pushed through the crowd, carrying what appeared to be a set of Tibetan singing bowls. His flowing white shirt and numerous crystal necklaces made him look like a new-age prophet, or someone who’d gotten lost on the way to Woodstock and decided to just stay lost. “The universe is sending us a message!”

      “The universe needs to send that message from deeper water,” Dash muttered, then he said louder, “Mr. Bradshaw, please don’t⁠—”

      But Eugene was already settling himself at the dock’s edge, arranging his bowls with the reverence of a priest preparing communion. He began to play them, the haunting tones drifting across the water.

      Eugene’s singing bowls had reached a particularly ethereal note when Margaret Calhoun leaned toward her bridge club companion, her voice carrying that special island talent for whispered commentary that somehow reached everyone within a ten-foot radius. “He’s either harmonizing with the whale’s chakras or giving the poor creature a migraine. With Eugene, the line between spiritual healing and acoustic assault is remarkably thin.”

      Her companion—Dolores Whitmore, Deidre’s cousin who ran the antique shop—nodded sagely. “Last month he tried to cure my sciatica with a tuning fork. I couldn’t hear properly out of my left ear for three days, and my back still hurt.”

      The whale—and it was definitely a whale, I could see that now—continued its slow, confused circles. It would disappear for thirty seconds, maybe a minute, then surface again with an explosive exhale that sent spray twenty feet into the air. Each time it appeared, the crowd would gasp collectively, phone cameras clicking like a swarm of digital crickets.

      “Somebody needs to help it!” This from Tommy Morrison, sixteen years old and possessor of more courage than sense. He was already moving toward his surfboard when Dash’s voice cut through the evening air with the kind of authority that could stop a charging bull.

      “Morrison. Stand down.”

      The command had the effect of freezing not just Tommy but every teenager within earshot. Dash had already positioned himself between the kids and the water, his presence somehow expanding to fill the space in that way certain people could—making themselves into an immovable wall through sheer force of will.

      “But Sheriff—” Tommy started.

      “Harbor patrol is three minutes out,” Dash said, his voice calm but carrying an authority that suggested arguing would be spectacularly unwise. “They have the proper equipment and training. You have a surfboard and a death wish. Which one do you think the whale needs?”

      One of the Clemmons twins—the one with the questionable mohawk—made a move toward the paddleboard rental stand. Dash didn’t even turn his head. “Jake Clemmons, if your hand touches that board, you’ll be spending your weekends cleaning barnacles off the harbor patrol boats until you graduate. Your brother too, just for genetic proximity.”

      The twin’s hand retreated as if the paddleboards had suddenly developed teeth.

      The teenagers stood in a frustrated cluster, their heroic impulses thoroughly leashed by Dash’s calm authority. He hadn’t raised his voice once past that initial command, hadn’t needed to. He simply stood there, hands relaxed at his sides, watching the whale with the same steady attention he was somehow simultaneously giving to every teenager on the dock.

      The next twenty minutes were controlled chaos. I found myself deputized as crowd control, which mostly meant using my local knowledge to assign tasks that made people feel helpful while keeping them from doing anything spectacularly stupid.

      The crowd had swelled to nearly fifty people now, all jostling for the best view and creating the kind of chaos that could quickly turn dangerous on a narrow dock. Dash was handling the teenagers, but the adults were developing their own unhelpful ideas.

      “Someone needs to organize these people before they push each other into the harbor,” I said, surveying the scene.

      I intercepted Margaret Calhoun, who was inexplicably carrying a fishing net she’d grabbed from somewhere. “Margaret, would you mind going to the tea shop and making thermoses of hot tea? You know where the extra key is. The harbor patrol crew will need something warm when they’re done.” It was busywork, but it made her feel useful and, more importantly, got her and her fishing net away from the whale.

      Howard needed no direction—he’d appointed himself official documentarian and was providing running commentary to his phone about witnessing maritime history in the making.

      The Methodist youth group had begun an enthusiastic rendition of “Wade in the Water,” which, while thematically appropriate, was only adding to the chaos. Their youth leader looked grateful when I suggested they might better serve the situation with silent prayer at the foot of the dock—safely away from both the edge and the increasingly agitated whale.

      “You’re good at this,” Dash said, materializing at my elbow just as the marine biologist—a woman named Dr. Battle who’d arrived moments earlier in a spray of gravel and barely contained scientific euphoria—arrived.

      “I run a tea shop,” I said. “Half my job is managing people who think they’re being helpful.”

      The whale chose that precise moment to demonstrate what Dr. Battle had been so excited about. Its massive head rose from the water—slow, deliberate, impossibly large. For one suspended heartbeat, an eye the size of a dinner plate regarded us all with what seemed like ancient patience. It was the sort of eye that had seen the ocean floor and remembered when the world was younger, and finding it here in our shallow harbor felt like discovering a cathedral in someone’s back garden—magnificent and entirely wrong.

      “Juvenile humpback,” Dash said, though I hadn’t seen him leave or return from consulting with Dr. Battle. He had a talent for moving through crowds without seeming to move at all, appearing and disappearing like smoke. “Separated from its pod. Dr. Battle thinks it might be sick—that’s why it came so close to shore.”

      Eugene’s singing bowls continued their ethereal drone. Someone had brought him a microphone and a small amplifier, because why not? The whale didn’t seem bothered by it, but then again, the whale didn’t seem specifically bothered by anything.

      “When I took this job,” Dash said, settling beside me on the hood of his SUV where we could watch the entire scene, “I thought I’d be dealing with normal crime. Theft, vandalism, the occasional domestic dispute.”

      “And instead you get whales and emotional-support iguanas.”

      “Don’t forget the lighthouse incident last week.”

      “That wasn’t an incident,” I said. “That was Gerald Fitzgerald forgetting his glasses and trying to break into what he thought was his own shed. For three hours.”

      “He was very committed to that lock,” Dash said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “Even after I showed him his actual house across the street. That man has terrible eyesight.”

      Margaret materialized through the thinning crowd like a ship emerging from fog, bearing a tray of my familiar to-go cups with the determined expression of someone who’d fought a minor war and emerged victorious. Wisps of silver hair had escaped her usually immaculate bun.

      “I commandeered your apple spice tea,” she announced, as if confessing to a minor crime. “The one you keep hidden in the back like contraband. It smells like Christmas morning, and frankly, we could all use a bit of magic right now, even if it’s only the caffeinated kind.”

      I accepted a cup with the resignation of someone watching their profit margins evaporate into steam. That particular tea cost more per ounce than some people’s car payments, which was precisely why I kept it hidden behind the everyday Earl Grey like a miser’s gold. But Margaret was right—it did smell like Christmas, all cinnamon and clove and the warmth that made you believe, if only for a moment, that everything might turn out all right.

      “The ladies are putting your shop back together,” Margaret continued, brushing invisible dust from her cardigan with the efficiency of someone who organized charity auctions for sport. “We’ve left it better than we found it, which admittedly wasn’t difficult given that we found it with your counter covered in police evidence and what appeared to be someone’s collection of teeth.”

      “Thank you, Margaret,” I said, making a mental note to warn Carly that “better than we found it” in Margaret’s vocabulary could mean anything from military precision to complete reorganization according to a system only Margaret understood.

      She bustled off to distribute tea to the harbor patrol, leaving Dash and me standing in the strange quiet that follows chaos—the kind of silence that feels louder than noise because it’s so unexpected.

      “Tell me something,” Dash said, his voice cutting through my thoughts. “Why do you stay here?”

      The question caught me off guard. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re young, talented, you could run a tea shop anywhere. Why Grimm Island?”

      I thought about it, watching the whale surface again, its massive body ghostly in the fading light. “After Patrick died, I thought about leaving. His insurance money could have taken me anywhere. But this place…it’s like that whale. Sometimes you end up where you don’t belong because you’re lost or hurting, and then you discover that’s exactly where you need to be.”

      “Even with Eugene and his singing bowls?”

      “Especially with Eugene and his singing bowls.” I took another sip of tea. “What about you? What makes someone leave undercover work for…this?” I gestured at the scene—generations of Grimm Islanders, Eugene now standing and swaying with his bowls, the crowd taking selfies with the whale in the background.

      “Would you believe me if I said it was the emotional-support iguanas?” he asked.

      “Not even a little bit.”

      He was quiet for a moment, and I thought he wouldn’t answer.

      “I got tired of being someone else. Undercover work, it’s like…you put on these personalities like clothes, and after a while, you forget which one is really you. Here, I’m just the sheriff. It’s simple.”

      “Simple,” I repeated, thinking of the evidence box under my counter, of cold cases and old murders and secrets that fermented for decades. “Right.”

      The whale was finally moving toward open water, guided by the coast guard boats that had arrived with spotlights and the kind of equipment actually designed for marine mammal emergencies.

      The whale was barely a distant shadow when the claiming began—that peculiarly human need to own a miracle by proximity.

      Eugene stood at the dock’s edge like a prophet who’d just parted the Red Sea with tuning forks, his crystal necklaces catching the last light as he explained to a growing audience how the whale had responded to the sacred frequencies he’d channeled. His hands moved through the air, conducting an invisible orchestra of cosmic connection that only he could hear.

      Twenty feet away, the Methodist youth group had formed a prayer circle, hands clasped, heads bowed, their voices rising in genuine gratitude. There was something moving about their absolute faith—these teenagers who’d witnessed an extraordinary event and turned instinctively to prayer, believing with the kind of certainty that adults rarely managed anymore.

      Tommy Morrison, meanwhile, had gathered his own congregation of teenagers, his voice cracking with the intensity of his conviction: “I’m telling you, when it looked at me—right at me—it was like it knew, you know? Like we understood each other.” His hands gestured wildly, recreating the moment for his audience, the whale growing larger and more mystical with each retelling.

      “Everyone needs to be the hero of their own story,” Dash observed, but there was something in his voice that suggested he understood this human failing intimately—the need to matter, to be the protagonist rather than merely another face in the crowd watching someone else’s drama unfold.

      “What’s ours?” I asked without thinking, then felt heat creep up my neck.

      But Dash just smiled, that rare full smile that made my stomach do complicated things. “Haven’t figured that out yet. But it probably involves your coq au vin burning.”

      “Oh no!” I checked my phone. We’d been gone almost two hours. “Julia will never forgive me.”

      But when we got back to my house, the kitchen smelled like heaven—wine and herbs and butter all melded into something that suggested French countryside kitchens and long, leisurely dinners. The coq au vin had achieved that perfect state where the sauce had reduced to glossy perfection and the chicken was falling-off-the-bone tender.

      “Julia knows her business,” I said, plating the dish with the kind of care usually reserved for tea ceremonies or neurosurgery.

      We ate at my kitchen island rather than the formal dining room, Chowder watching hopefully from his bed, still wearing his smoking jacket, which was now slightly askew, giving him the appearance of a gentleman who’d had one too many at the club.

      “This is incredible,” Dash said, and there was something reverent in the way he savored each bite, as if he understood that good food was about more than mere consumption.

      “It’s more elaborate than what I usually bother with,” I admitted. Over three weeks of dinners, I’d defaulted to the kind of simple, efficient meals that someone who cooked professionally all day would make—quick stir-fries, perfect omelets, the occasional pasta. Nothing that required sixteen steps and setting things on fire. “After spending all day making scones and assembling sandwiches, I usually don’t have the energy for anything more complex.”

      “But tonight you channeled Julia Child?”

      “Tonight I had time, and frankly, I was showing off.” I gestured at the perfectly caramelized chicken, the sauce that had reduced to exactly the right consistency. “You’ve been bringing increasingly sophisticated takeout—that Thai place from Charleston last week, the French bistro before that. My professional pride couldn’t let that stand.”

      “So this is a competition?” He was trying not to smile.

      “This is me reminding you that I can do more than brew a perfect Earl Grey.” Though the truth was more complicated—that cooking for him felt different than cooking for customers, that I’d wanted to create something memorable, something that might linger in his mind the way his presence had started lingering in mine.

      We fell into the comfortable rhythm of conversation that had become our pattern—comparing our mutual horror of reality television (except The Great British Bake Off, which we both watched religiously). He revealed his collection of historical fiction first editions. I confessed my abandoned dream of singing jazz.

      “You sing all the time,” he pointed out. “I’ve heard you. You hum when you’re making tea, sing when you’re nervous.”

      “That’s different. That’s just…sound. Performing is about being seen.”

      “And you don’t want to be seen?”

      It was a loaded question, one that hung in the air between us like the lingering scent of cognac and caramelized onions. I thought about the past ten years, how I’d wrapped widowhood around myself like armor, visible but untouchable, playing a role that had become so familiar I’d forgotten it was a performance.

      “I’m working on it,” I said finally.

      We did the dishes together, moving through my small kitchen with the kind of synchronization that usually takes years to develop. He washed, I dried, our movements creating a rhythm that felt both entirely new and impossibly familiar, as if my kitchen had been waiting for exactly this—for someone who knew instinctively that the good plates went on the second shelf, never the third, and that the dishcloth needed to be folded precisely in thirds or it wouldn’t fit in its designated spot by the sink.

      “I should go,” Dash said finally, when the last spoon had been polished and there was no excuse left for lingering except the truth neither of us was ready to speak aloud.

      At the door, he paused. “Thanks for tonight. For coming with me. I needed someone who knew the people.”

      “You needed someone to assign tasks so they’d feel important,” I corrected. “It’s a very specific skill set.”

      “One of many, apparently.” He leaned in and kissed me—gentle, familiar, the kind of kiss that spoke of affection rather than passion. We’d been doing this dance for weeks now, comfortable but careful, neither of us quite ready to push for more. “Good night, Mabel.”

      The door closed softly behind him, and I stood there wondering how long we could keep this up—the careful kisses, the unspoken boundaries, the elephant in the room neither of us wanted to name.

      That’s when I noticed his watch on the counter—a black tactical watch with a sturdy rubber strap, the kind designed to survive whatever chaos law enforcement might encounter, its face slightly scratched from real use.

      It sat among my things like a foreign ambassador—masculine where my kitchen was decidedly feminine, practical among my collection of vintage curiosities. The leather still held the warmth of his wrist, and when I picked it up, I could smell the scent that was uniquely his—cedar soap and something indefinable that made my stomach perform a slow, complicated somersault.

      I could return it tomorrow. Text him right now, even—your watch is here, forgot to mention it. Simple. Practical. Safe.

      Instead, I set it carefully next to my tea canisters, where morning light would catch the crystal face, where I would see it every day until he came back for it. Or until I gathered the courage to return it. Or until it simply became part of my kitchen’s landscape, like the widow’s grief I’d been slowly, carefully, setting aside.

      Chowder waddled over, his smoking jacket now twisted at such an angle that he looked like a Victorian gentleman who’d lost a fight with his own wardrobe.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I told him. “Nothing happened.”

      He produced the kind of snort that only French bulldogs can manage—part disapproval, part disbelief, wholly judgmental. He knew, as I knew, that something had shifted tonight.

      Outside, Grimm Island settled into its evening rhythm—waves against sand, wind through Spanish moss, the distant call of something wild in the marsh. Somewhere in deeper waters, a whale was finding its way back to where it belonged, guided by instincts older than memory.

      I picked up Dash’s watch again, running my thumb across its worn face. Sometimes the things we think are lost—whales, hearts, the ability to want something beyond safety—aren’t lost at all. They’re just waiting, patient as time itself, for someone brave enough to guide them home.
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