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Praise for the Black Sheep Knitting Mystery Series

“The fast-paced plot will keep even non-knitters turning the pages.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Congenial characters and a mystery that keeps you guessing.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Maggie and her group are as efficient with their investigation as they are with their knitting needles.”

—Library Journal

“Small-town crafty ambience . . . This enjoyable tale is similar in style to the work of both Sally Goldenbaum and Cricket McRae.”

—Booklist

“An engaging story full of tight knit friendships and a needling mystery.”

—Fresh Fiction

“A slew of interesting characters.”

—Single Titles

“Enthusiastic, engrossing, and exciting.”

—The Mystery Gazette

“An intriguing mystery with a few surprising twists and turns.”

—Romance Reviews Today

“Delightful. Enchanting. Humorous. Impressive. Witty. Those are just a few adjectives to describe Anne Canadeo’s effervescent cozy.”

—Book Cave


Meet the Black Sheep Knitters

Maggie Messina, owner of the Black Sheep Knitting Shop, is a retired high school art teacher who runs her little slice of knitters’ paradise with the kind of vibrant energy that leaves her friends dazzled! From novice to pro, knitters come to Maggie as much for her up-to-the-minute offerings like organic wool as for her encouragement and friendship. And Maggie’s got a deft touch when it comes to unraveling mysteries, too.

Lucy Binger left Boston when her marriage ended, and found herself shifting gears to run her graphic design business from the coastal cottage she inherited. After big-city living, she now finds contentment on a front porch in tiny Plum Harbor, knitting with her closest friends.

Dana Haeger is a psychologist with a busy local practice. A stylishly polished professional with a quick wit, she slips out to Maggie’s shop whenever her schedule allows—after all, knitting is the best form of therapy!

Suzanne Cavanaugh is a typical working supermom—a realtor with a million demands on her time, from coaching soccer to showing houses to attending the PTA. But she carves out a little “me” time with the Black Sheep Knitters.

Phoebe Meyers, a college student complete with magenta highlights and nose stud, lives in the apartment above Maggie’s shop. She’s Maggie’s indispensable helper (when she’s not in class)—and part of the new generation of young knitters.
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To my husband, Spencer—with love


You can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people all the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN (ATTRIBUTED)

No good deed goes unpunished.

—OSCAR WILDE
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Chapter One

A bike ride from Lucy’s cottage into the village of Plum Harbor was downhill going, uphill going back. As gravity kicked in and the long slope of Main Street grew even steeper, Lucy tried to remember that this was “the fun part.”

She zipped by a row of shops, most still shut tight on the drowsy, summer morning. Then gripped the hand brakes and forced the old gears to downshift, barely slowing her descent.

The fun part, Lucy . . . the really fun part?

A car door swung open in her path and she swiveled around it just in time. The flustered driver shouted at her, but she didn’t dare turn to face him.

Just as suddenly, the Black Sheep Knitting Shop came into view. Grateful for the sight, Lucy focused on the narrow drive.

Aiming the bike like a flying missile, brakes squeezed even tighter, she bounced over the gravel and finally skidded to a stop.

The shop was an oasis for knitters anytime of the year, but especially for reckless bike riders on this hot summer morning. The Victorian house, turned into a retail space, had been neglected when Lucy’s friend Maggie found it years ago. But as usual, Maggie’s artistic eye had spotted the possibilities. She left her position as an art teacher at Plum Harbor High School to follow her bliss and turn her passion for needlework into a full-time career. Maggie had recently lost her husband and needed a complete change to pull her from a well of grief.

Using her retirement nest egg, she bought the building and set up her business on the first floor, a knitting shop as cozy and inviting as her living room. The apartment above was soon rented to her assistant, Phoebe Meyers, a part-time college student and sort of surrogate daughter for Maggie, whose own daughter, Julie, was away at college most of the year.

The shop looked especially pretty in the summer, Lucy thought. The building had been carefully renovated and painted in vintage colors, adorned with shutters, and a bright front door. Window boxes, which hung from the porch railing, overflowed with blooming flowers and trailing vines, while even more summer flowers lined the picket fence and brick path. Maggie’s love for gardening—and cooking—followed a close second to knitting. Wicker chairs and tables, set out on the shady, wraparound porch, invited stitching and socializing, al fresco.

Lucy spotted Maggie there with Edie Steiber, who ran the Schooner Diner across the street. In the midst of an intense conversation, it seemed. Lucy set the bike against the fence and pulled off her helmet, wondering if they’d even noticed her.

But Maggie must have. She stood and met her gaze as Lucy walked up the path; she looked serious, Lucy thought. Something in her expression definitely seemed off.

“You saw my narrow miss with that car door, and you want to tell me I’m a terrible bike rider, right?”

“I didn’t, luckily. Or I would. I guess you didn’t notice the police cars up the street, in front of the movie theater?”

Lucy had not, intent as she was on landing in one piece. She glanced up Main Street to find two blue and white cruisers, along with a police SUV, parked in front of the Harbor Cinema. The lights on top of the vehicles still swirled, just beneath the old-fashioned marquee. An ambulance was parked there, too, though the two uniformed attendants stood talking with a police officer. Not in any rush to take anyone anywhere.

“What happened? Was there an accident?”

Before Maggie could answer, Edie called from the porch. “I’ll say. Jimmy Hubbard, the fellow who owns the theater? He’s stone cold dead. Someone found him just a little while ago.”

“How awful. What happened? Did he have a heart attack or something?”

“We don’t know much.” Maggie started back to the porch and Lucy followed. “From what Edie heard, it sounds like there was a robbery. It must have taken place late last night.”

“A high school kid who works in the theater at the candy counter found him.” Edie stared up at Lucy from her wicker chair. She looked pale and winded, as if she’d just run across the street to tell Maggie the news. “The boy saw Jimmy alive and well around eleven, when he left work. He has keys to the theater and came in early this morning to clean up. First thing he notices is the light by the back door busted up. He says it was working fine when he left the night before. Then he opened the door and found Jimmy lying there. The bank deposit bag right next to him on the floor. Empty, of course. And the boy said . . . Well, there was a lot of blood,” she added in a shakier tone.

Usually a very stalwart soul, Edie had faced many challenges in her seventy-some years—and lived by the code “what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” But she seemed uncommonly stunned and rattled. Then again, the unofficial mayor of Plum Harbor wasn’t getting any younger, Lucy reflected.

“How did you hear this? Did you talk to him?”

“I’ll say. The poor kid was terrified. He ran in the Schooner this morning, white as a sheet. I could hardly understand what he was saying. Heck of a thing for a boy that age to find a dead body. I sat him down and called nine-one-one. Then I called his folks.” She pressed her hand to her ample chest. “Set off my palpitations. For a minute, I thought I needed nine-one-one, too.”

“Poor Jimmy.” Though Lucy only knew the man by sight, it seemed an awful fate. “I don’t even know how that theater stays in business. There’s hardly ever anyone there. There couldn’t have been much cash on hand.”

“Yeah, that place is just limping along,” Edie agreed. “Goes to show how desperate some characters are. Not a common thing around here. But you never know.” Edie’s sunflower earrings bobbed around her head, flashing a colorful warning. “It makes you think twice about security. I’ve got lots more than a few bucks in my register at the end of the day. I’ll tell you that much.”

Lucy was sure that was true. The Schooner was one of the most popular spots in town and did a booming business in the summer.

Maggie looked less worried, but still concerned. “A crime like this is rare for our town, thank goodness. The police will find the culprit quickly. Still, it worries me. I hope you’re careful when you lock up at night, Edie?” Maggie sat in a chair beside her friend. Lucy noticed a basket of yarn in bright summer colors and a pile of patterns, prepared for a class, on the small table next to her.

“Don’t worry about me. I have alarm system on top of alarm system. My niece’s son, Dale, is working at the diner this summer as a busboy, and Richard, his father, comes to pick him up and keeps me company almost every night while I lock up. Helping Dale take out the trash and all that. Richard is always working late in his shop, behind their store,” Edie explained, “so I don’t mind calling if I need a little backup.”

Lucy knew the shop well; The Gilded Age, known for fine antique furniture. Edie’s niece, Nora, managed the store, and her husband Richard refinished and repaired antique pieces, and made custom orders, too, in a small woodworking shop behind the store. It looked like it had been a separate garage or maybe even a one-horse barn. The buildings on Main Street were that old.

The antique shop was a few doors down from Maggie’s store and practically directly across the street from the Schooner Diner. Lucy had heard that Edie had helped her niece start her business and Lucy didn’t doubt it. Edie was crusty and even cranky at times, but could be surprisingly kind and generous, especially to her relatives, who easily accounted for half the population in town. Lucy could never keep the Steiber family tree straight.

Wasn’t this the same niece who’d had such a tragedy in her life, about two years ago? Nora and her husband had lost a child, Lucy recalled. Though she couldn’t remember the details.

“How are Richard and Nora?” Maggie asked, glancing back at Edie.

“Oh . . . up and down.” Edie sighed. “It will take years for them to work through this. You never get over a loss like that,” she added sadly. She glanced at Lucy. “My niece’s older son, Kyle. He passed away in his sleep, just about two years ago. The doctor said a blood vessel in his head burst, some freak thing he’d been born with. No sign of it at all. Poor boy was a walking time bomb,” she added quietly. “Such a shock for the family.”

“Not to take away anything from Jimmy, but it’s so sad to see such a young life cut short,” Maggie added quietly. “How’s Nora holding up? I see that she’s back to work in her store,” she added on a more hopeful note.

“Nora could hardly get out of bed for a while. But she’s coming along. Slowly but surely. She’s found some help, sort of talk therapy, you might say.” Edie tilted her head to the side and shrugged.

“Is she seeing a therapist? Or is it a grief support group?” Lucy asked.

Edie settled her bulky body into a wicker armchair alongside Maggie’s. Her cotton flowered dress settled around her, like a picnic blanket spread on a soft lawn.

“Oh, I wouldn’t call this person a therapist . . . though goodness knows, she might call herself that.”

Lucy could tell Maggie’s curiosity was aroused. She’d been casting a row of bright orange stitches on a medium-size needle, but paused to meet Edie’s gaze. “Is she a minister or a . . . oh, what do they call them now . . . a life coach?” She delivered the last term in a tart tone, as if she thought the idea both amusing and bogus.

“No, no . . . nothing like that.” Edie sighed, clearly reluctant to explain. “This person Nora is seeing calls herself a psychic medium. Claims that she can communicate with loved ones that have passed on. Nora believes that her son Kyle is sending messages through this psychic lady.”

Lucy leaned back on the porch rail, understanding now why Edie was so hesitant to tell all.

“Hey, I don’t believe in any of that stuff,” Edie quickly added. “But my niece is hooked on it. She goes a few times a week. It must cost a fortune. I’m sure this Cassandra Waters isn’t cheap. And she knows an easy mark when she finds one.”

“Cassandra Waters?” The stagey, contrived name alone would have tipped anyone off, Lucy thought.

“That’s right . . . and I have to admit, I feel a little responsible for them getting together. They met in the Schooner. This Cassandra comes in and sits at the counter almost every day, and sooner or later, starts chatting up the customers. So one day, she starts on Nora. That was that. Snake charmer. I’ve thought of throwing her out, but I never wanted to make a scene. And no one’s ever complained. But now see what’s come of it.”

“I understand,” Maggie replied quickly. “I’ve had more than a few unreasonable customers I’d like to kick out of my shop. But you just have to grin and bear it.”

Edie nodded and tossed up her big hands, covered with rings and bracelets—a mixture of costume and genuine, a thick gold antique watch she wore daily dangling from one wrist. “I told Nora right off the bat this woman is a huckster and you’d be foolish to give her a wooden nickel. But Nora is willing to try anything, poor thing. She misses Kyle so and his death was so sudden, out of the blue.”

“What does the psychic tell her?” Lucy asked. “It must be good to keep Nora going back.”

Edie shrugged. “I’m not really sure. It’s hard to pin Nora down on the details. I do know that as soon as this Cassandra laid eyes on Nora, she claimed she had a strong feeling that a spirit wanted to speak to her. The spirit of a young man with a close bond, who had recently passed to the other side. That’s just how she said it. I was standing right there. I heard every word.” Edie sounded a little unnerved, even now, Lucy noticed. “How did she know that? Spooky, right?”

“That does seem uncanny.” Maggie turned her knitting over and checked the stitches. “But there are many ways she could have known Nora lost a son. If she’s lived in town a while, she may have even heard some gossip.”

“Maybe. She’s told her other things since, too. More personal things she couldn’t have heard around town. Nora doesn’t give me the details, but seems convinced it’s legit and she keeps going back for more. I’m worried about her,” Edie admitted. “I don’t know what to do. The only upside is that these visits have done wonders for Nora’s mood. It’s like a big cloud just lifted. She’s definitely more like her old self. Everybody in the family says so.”

“I guess it’s given her closure,” Maggie replied. “Everyone wants that after they’ve lost a loved one. Especially when it happens suddenly. I’ve often felt that way about Bill,” she admitted, talking about her husband, who had died five years ago. “But I don’t think I’d visit a psychic.”

“You’re the smart one, then. There are plenty who do and pay good money, to boot,” Edie said.

Lucy didn’t know much about the subject, but knew that was true. You could turn on the TV and see psychics at work in front of huge audiences, almost any time of the day. “Maybe you should go with Nora sometime, Edie, and see what goes on there.”

“I’ve been thinking about it. This Cassandra has been working on me, too. She keeps saying she sees spirits all around me, just dying to chat it up. No pun intended.”

Lucy saw Maggie smile, focused on her needles again. “It might satisfy your curiosity.”

“That’s true. I have to tell you, I don’t know how she knows all this stuff. It really rattles me.”

“About Kyle, you mean?” Lucy asked, though Edie seemed to be thinking of herself now and the spirits who were flocking about, dying to talk to her.

“Oh, sure, about Kyle. What else would I mean?” Edie reached into her knitting bag, fished around a moment, and pulled out a dark blue card, about the size of a postcard. She leaned over and handed it to Lucy. “Look this over. You’ll get the idea.”

The cursive white lettering was a bit hard to make out, but Lucy decided to read the text aloud. “Let the voices of your past open doors to your future. A psychic reading will answer these questions, and more! Are my loved ones who have passed at peace? Can I speak to them? Is my lover faithful to me? Is there good fortune in my future? What must I do to remove all obstacles to my happiness? Schedule a private or group reading. A corporate event or private party. Other services: Channeling, Aura reading, Spiritual cleansing.”

Lucy couldn’t help smiling by the time she’d come to the end. She turned the card over to find the psychic’s address, phone number, and e-mail address. “She lives in the Marshes, right near me,” Lucy told the others. “On Ivy Lane.”

“Convenient. I wonder if she does house calls,” Maggie murmured.

“Looks like it. Though there’s no emergency number,” Lucy quipped back. She examined the photograph of Cassandra Waters—a dramatic head shot against an appropriately misty background, her long dark hair blowing around her shoulders. With the help of a fan, Lucy had no doubt.

A crystal pendant and a simple, sort of Grecian-looking draped garment—the perfect shade of celestial blue—completed a mystical, ethereal impression.

Lucy had not imagined her quite so attractive. She looked very slim, with high cheekbones and large eyes, ringed by exotic makeup. It was hard to guess her age; no more than forty, probably. Though the photo could have been touched up?

“You have to give her an A-plus for marketing. She’s got it covered on one little postcard,” Lucy said.

“Soup to nuts,” Edie agreed.

“What does Richard think?” Maggie asked.

“So far, he’s signed on for the whole enchilada. He just wants to see Nora feeling better. A lot of marriages fall apart under a weight like this. But Richard’s the solid type. Nora’s been lucky that way at least.” Edie sighed. “I guess they ought to put an extra alarm or something on their shop now. They have a lot of valuables in there. Never mind having their pockets picked by Miss Waters.”

“We all need to be careful. At least until the police figure out how this happened to Jimmy,” Maggie said.

Lucy twisted the top off her water bottle and took a long drink. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. Who would ever want to hurt Jimmy? He was a sweet old guy. And he did those funny magic shows before the children’s movies. I took Dara to a matinee there a few weeks ago,” she added, mentioning her boyfriend Matt’s nine-year-old daughter. “Jimmy was great with the kids. I wonder if he was ever a professional magician. Or maybe an actor.”

“He did seem to be a pleasant man; a little shy. It’s surprising to me he liked to get onstage like that. But some people are like that, shy one-on-one, but not afraid to perform. Maybe they assume another personality.” Maggie’s nimble fingers moved along the needles swiftly, finishing another row. Lucy wondered what she was making. A sample for her morning class? “I don’t think he belonged to the Chamber of Commerce or Main Street Business Owners. I never saw him at the meetings.” She glanced at Edie. “Did you know him at all?”

“He came in the Schooner now and then, for coffee or a bite to eat. But we didn’t talk about personal stuff. I don’t remember if he ever mentioned a wife, or family.” Edie shrugged. “My niece’s boy Kyle worked at the theater one summer, a while back. He always liked Jimmy, said he was a real easygoing boss. I guess he was nice to the kids who worked there. He seemed sort of a people pleaser to me. Always left a big tip at the diner, and sometimes free tickets to the theater. The waitresses liked that.”

Lucy glanced back at the theater. A uniformed officer crisscrossed the glass doors at the front of the building with yellow crime scene tape. The sight gave Lucy a chill though she stood in full sun. She rubbed the goose flesh on her bare arms.

“I guess we have to hear what the police say,” Lucy said finally.

“I guess so,” Maggie agreed.

“The officer who answered the call asked me a few questions,” Edie offered. “I locked up around half past eleven. Richard was there, helping me close and picking up Dale. We didn’t hear anything unusual going on at the theater. Or see anything on the street,” she added emphatically. “I guess the theater had just closed after the late show. Jimmy was probably still alive. I wonder what time he was killed?”

Lucy wondered, too. “The medical examiner might have an idea by now. But the police don’t always release that information. Even to the media.”

“I expect the police will canvass the neighborhood,” Maggie said. “But most of us close around six. Except for the theater and your place, Edie, this side of Main Street is very quiet at night. Even on the weekends. It will be hard to find witnesses.”

Lucy thought so, too. Though the village was busy on summer nights, all the action was concentrated near the harbor and green, where boaters docked and walked into town, filling the cafés, bars, and ice cream shops clustered in that area.

She glanced at the psychic’s card again, then gave it back to Edie. “Maybe Cassandra Waters will know what happened. Maybe Jimmy will come back and tell her.”

“That would be good publicity for her,” Maggie replied with a laugh.

“Oh, geez . . . I hope not. I’ll never be able to convince Nora she’s being hustled if that happens.” Edie stuck the postcard back in her knitting bag and rose from her chair, the wicker creaking and sighing as it released her bulky body.

“Well, life goes on. I’ve got work to do. People need their big, cholesterol-packed breakfast specials,” she added with a light laugh.

No explanation needed there—the rich scent of bacon, eggs, and home fries wafted in a lethal cloud from her diner every morning.

Not to mention toast, Lucy mused, her appetite piqued. She was hungry and could practically smell the buttery rye or whole wheat. But she was steering clear of carbs right now, especially the toasted, buttery kind. And the Schooner breakfast specials. At least until her birthday.

“Take care, Edie. Keep us posted,” Maggie murmured.

“Yeah, you, too.” Edie waved over her shoulder, her gaze focused on the brick path as she trotted down to the street with a surprisingly lively step. Lucy watched her rock from side to side on white walking shoes that looked a lot like very large marshmallows with Velcro straps.

“I guess I should get to work, too.” Even though it was Saturday, Lucy had to get home to work on a project with a tight deadline. A graphic artist, Lucy had left a job at an advertising firm in Boston and set up her own home-based business several years ago, when she’d moved out to Plum Harbor. She loved being her own boss, though sometimes she had to lock herself in the house to meet her deadlines. Matt, who was a veterinarian, worked most Saturdays, so it was usually an office day for Lucy, too.

“And I should have some students here in a minute.” Maggie glanced at her watch, then back at Lucy. “I’m just curious, how are the dogs taking to all this bike riding? Don’t they miss their morning stroll with you?”

Lucy usually walked her two dogs into town almost every day, checking off exercise for all three of them. But she’d been biking a lot lately, wanting to step up her own workout.

“They’re a little confused, to tell you the truth. I’m still haunted by those baffled, mournful looks when I leave without them,” she admitted. “But I make it up later, after dinner. It’s not as hot out, either.”

“That’s true. But that’s quite a regimen for you. I’m impressed. Biking and walking every day.”

“Almost every day.” Lucy knew she wasn’t that disciplined. “You know what they say, ‘No pain, no gain.’ ”

“Do you know who first said that? Benjamin Franklin,” Maggie replied, answering her own question. “I wouldn’t hold him up as any model of physical fitness and I’ve always hated that expression anyway. It’s not even true. I’ve had plenty of gain without pain. What about ‘No joy, no gain’? I’d like to see that one on a T-shirt sometime.”

“You should tweet, Maggie. You’re a natural.” That was true, but Lucy was teasing her, knowing how Maggie shunned social media and still thought tweeting had to do with birds.

“Twitter. Flitter . . . Fritter . . . what do I know?” Maggie shrugged, counting out the pattern instruction sheets in her folder. “What’s going on with all this bike riding anyway? Are you practicing for the Tour de France?”

Lucy had been cycling a lot lately, though she hadn’t realized anyone had noticed . . . aside from her dogs.

“Hardly. I just want to reduce my carbon footprint . . . and my butt. A bit,” she added, glancing over her shoulder to check her rear view. At least the requisite black spandex bike pants packed everything in neatly.

Maggie laughed. “I don’t know about your footprints but the rest of your body looks fine to me. Perfect, in fact. I wouldn’t trouble yourself. What does Matt think?”

“Oh, he’s all for saving the ozone and the polar bears, and all that.” Lucy could tell from Maggie’s expression that her answer had been avoiding the real question. “And he doesn’t have any complaints about my bike seat, either. This isn’t about Matt. It’s about me. I just want to get into better shape this summer. I have a big birthday coming. Matt and I are going into Boston for my birthday weekend. I bought a special dress.”

“Really?” Maggie looked interested. But Lucy knew that would grab her attention. Among her friends, Lucy was known as Woman Least Likely to Shop, her daily outfits selected for comfort and easy clean up after dog care.

“What’s this special dress look like?”

“Little and tight,” Lucy replied. “And blue. I could have bought it in black, the proverbial little back dress? But it made me feel like I was in mourning for my lost youth.”

Maggie laughed. “I get it. But I make it a rule to never buy goal-oriented clothing. I don’t think new clothes should pressure you. Life’s complicated enough.”

“Most of the time. Yes, it is.” Lucy checked the strap on her helmet. She did like biking clothes and accessories, the colorful tops and the gadgets. It was always fun to have a hobby that required a cool outfit or two.

“Your birthday is sometime in July, right? You’re Cancer the Crab, through and through,” Maggie added, citing Lucy’s horoscope sign. “Artistic, generous, sensitive, and loyal. To a fault. But moody at times and if you feel threatened or hurt, you tuck right into your little shell.”

Lucy laughed and set the helmet on her head. “Exactly. I’m putting my shell on right now, see?”

Maggie smiled and touched her arm. “Lucy, you have nothing to worry about. You’re totally young and gorgeous. Ask me about big birthdays. I’ve got a few years on you, kiddo.”

Lucy wasn’t sure of Maggie’s exact age, but knew she had to be getting close to sixty—though she looked fantastic, at least ten years younger. Lucy knew age was just a number . . . but she couldn’t help the way she felt.

“I guess there are worse fates. But it’s a big number for me. I didn’t give a thought to turning thirty. Some people totally freak over that one. But this seems . . . heavier somehow. More of a milestone.” Lucy sighed. “It’s practically forty.”

Maggie smiled wistfully. “An awesome age for a woman. You’re just hitting your stride. Look at Dana and Suzanne,” she added, calling up examples of close friends in their group, both a few years older than Lucy: Dana Haeger, a psychologist with a busy private practice in town, and Suzanne Cavanaugh, a supermom and super real-estate saleswoman.

Lucy had met both women, years ago in a beginner knitting class, that Maggie had taught. Their chemistry was instantaneous and irresistible, and Lucy knew very quickly she’d found lifelong friends. When the class ended, they decided to meet once a week, to knit and chat. But they talked and met much more than that, with Maggie’s shop turning into their unofficial headquarters.

“They’re both at the top of their game,” Maggie continued. “Their kids are grown and they have time for themselves again. They can really focus on their careers and passions.”

“Yes, I know. And they both look terrific, too,” Lucy agreed. “I’m not saying my reaction is logical. It just . . . is.” Maggie seemed to have forgotten that she didn’t have any children yet, and by the time her theoretical babies were grown she’d be fifty . . . or even older?

Lucy fiddled with the chin strap of her helmet, thinking it was definitely time to go.

Maggie had finished several rows of orange yarn and now snipped the thread and attached a new one, bright yellow. She shook her head and looked up at Lucy with an apologetic expression. She was about to say something, but Lucy interrupted her.

“What are you working on? Is that a sample for a class?” Lucy was genuinely curious, though also trying to change the subject.

“Yes, a simple summer tote. All one piece, a bit shaped at the top. Fold it, felt it. Add some handles. Voilà.” Maggie showed her the photos of casual, roomy totes, in summer colors and stripes. The pattern lent itself to interpretation, which Lucy liked.

“Nice. Even I could make that.” Lucy loved to knit but still gravitated toward quick, easy projects.

“I’m sure you can. But you’re also trying to change the subject. All this bike riding and birthday stress . . . it isn’t really about your birthday, is it?”

“Why do you say that?” Lucy shrugged. “What else could it be about?”

Maggie met her glance but didn’t reply. Lucy’s older, wise friend wasn’t buying. But Lucy definitely did not want to get into a discussion about her lady parts and biological clock. And that whole annoying conversation about expired eggs, as if her organs were stamped like items in the dairy aisle.

That conversation inevitably led to back to her relationship with Matt—which was perfectly happy and wonderful—despite the elephant that had started pacing around their TV room, one with a big sign around its neck that said: GOT COMMITMENT?

“Oh, Lucy . . .” Maggie began.

Luckily, the sight of a blue and white cruiser pulling up in front of the shop drew her attention. Two uniformed officers got out and stood checking a list on a notepad. Preparing to check in with the shopkeepers on Main Street about Jimmy Hubbard, Lucy guessed.

“Here they come, right on time. I hope they stop here first,” Maggie said quietly. “My statement will be short and sweet.”

“And for once, we weren’t anywhere near the scene of the crime. And we barely knew Jimmy,” Lucy pointed out.

“For once,” Maggie agreed with a small laugh.

Lucy understood perfectly. She and Maggie, along with their knitting group pals, often found themselves in the thick of a police investigation. They didn’t mean to get involved; it just happened. And once they were part of some tangled situation, it seemed only natural that they’d try to . . . well, untangle it. Though the police department failed to see their well-intentioned interest in such a benign light.

One police officer in particular, a detective in fact, Charles Mossbacher, could not understand how it kept happening. Even though that’s how he and Maggie had met a few months ago, while he was working on a case that involved a college student who had disappeared. The young woman was a close friend of Maggie’s assistant, Phoebe.

He and Maggie had been dating ever since and right now, it seemed the only thing Charles and Maggie didn’t agree on was her curiosity about his cases. But this time, Maggie was home free.

“I don’t know anything at all about this tragic event. And I don’t want to know. Nothing beyond what I hear on the news or read in the paper. You heard it first—my snooping days are over.” Maggie looked her squarely in the eye.

Lucy was surprised. And a little doubtful Maggie could keep this pledge. But she didn’t want to undermine her friend’s willpower; Maggie did seem resolved.

“Charles will be happy to hear that.”

“He should be. He’s the reason I’m going cold turkey,” Maggie admitted. “I’ve learned my lesson. It obviously upsets him and it’s not worth risking our relationship.”

“That sounds . . . serious.”

Maggie shrugged and picked up the basket of yarn and the pile of patterns. “ ‘Serious’ is a serious word. Let’s just say, so far so good. There’s a lot of potential here and I’m not going to toss it away. Besides, he’s also my alibi on this one,” Maggie added with a grin.

Lucy guessed she meant that they’d been together all evening. Before she could reply, one of the police officers had walked through the gate and called up to them.

“Excuse me, ladies—were either of you in this shop yesterday? Or last night?”

“I was, Officer. I own the store.” Maggie introduced herself. “This is my friend, Lucy Binger.”

“I wasn’t in town yesterday at all. I was home, working. I live out in the Marshes,” Lucy added.

Lucy’s neighborhood was just beyond the village and near the beach, the roads lined with stretches of tall beach grass and wetland meadows, known by the local nickname.

The officer looked down at his notepad. “You can go, Ms. Binger. But I do need to ask Mrs. Messina a few questions.”

“I was just on my way.” Lucy said goodbye to Maggie and walked down the steps to get her bike.

She had to admit, it was fun to see her inquisitive pal on the other end of some questions for once. And she’d wriggled out of Maggie interviewing her any further about her dreaded birthday.

As Lucy pedaled down the driveway, she could hear the officer’s questions and Maggie’s replies, describing her whereabouts the night before, and her relationship to Jimmy, a distant acquaintance at best. Maggie certainly didn’t seem to know anything that would help solve the poor man’s murder.

Lucy wondered who did.
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Chapter Two

The Schooner was hardly Dana’s ideal choice for breakfast after a long bike ride Sunday morning. Lucy knew her health-conscious friend would have preferred a mango and whey powder smoothie at the Health Nut Café. Or even sitting at the harbor with a takeout seaweed salad and marinated tofu. How many times had Dana reminded them that in Asia, everyone eats fish head soup for breakfast, packed with protein and omega-3s?

But a text from their mutual pal, Suzanne, had saved Lucy from all three of those unappetizing fates. Lucy and Dana had just finished riding out to the beach and back to the village, when Suzanne spotted them on the road.

Meet me at the Schooner? I have a little break between clients.

Need iced coffee. Bad.

Bet Dana has info about Jimmy H by now . . .

Lucy showed Dana the text. Dana squinted at the phone a minute. “Oh sure . . . let’s meet up with her. Jack didn’t hear much yet about Jimmy. But he did tell me a few things.”

Dana’s husband, Jack, had been a detective for the Essex County police force at one time, though he now practiced law in town. He still had connections on the force and heard a lot of inside information. Since he wasn’t in law enforcement any longer himself, he didn’t seem to mind sharing the gossip with Dana. She in turn shared it with her friends. Lucy wasn’t sure if Jack could get in trouble for passing on the interesting tidbits. A lot of it did eventually come out in the media. As her friends often reminded her, it was such a small town, everyone knows everything, sooner or later.

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Lucy quickly tapped a text back to Suzanne.

“Oh, is that why you invited me to go riding this morning?” Dana tried to sound injured, but was laughing a bit, too.

“Of course not. I thought it would be fun. Even if you do have a much nicer bike, and I could hardly keep up with you,” Lucy teased back.

“Sorry. I think you need the derailleur checked or something. I’m surprised the chain didn’t fall off.” Dana glanced down at the gunky gears and Lucy did, too.

“I’m surprised, too. It happens all the time. I bought this bike at a yard sale. It is time for a new one.”

She and Dana had dismounted at the harbor and were now rolling their cycles along the sidewalk on Main Street.

“Too bad the shop isn’t open. I’m sure Maggie would be up for taking a break with us,” Dana said. “Should we call her?”

“I think she’s spending the day with Charles on his sailboat. Besides, the less she knows these days about an ongoing police investigation, the better. She’s sworn off amateur sleuthing. She claims. Or did she say snooping?” Lucy couldn’t remember. “It’s a touchy subject with Charles.”

“I guess his feelings are more important to her now. I think that’s nice.” Dana smiled.

“I do, too,” Lucy said, though she was fairly certain Maggie’s curiosity about such matters would persist, even if it did cause friction in her romance.

As they locked up their bikes in front of the Schooner, Lucy spotted Suzanne sitting at a booth near the window. Once they were inside, she noticed that Edie was not at her usual post, behind the big old brass cash register, posed like a bouffant Buddha, watching over her kingdom.

Suzanne waved wildly, as if bidding farewell from the deck of an ocean liner. “Lucy! Dana! Over here!”

Dana slipped into the seat next to Suzanne and kissed her cheek hello. “Good work, Suzanne. You grabbed a good table.”

Good for people watching, Lucy knew she meant. One of the major perks of a visit to the town’s favorite café.

Lucy sat across from them and picked up her menu.

“Wow. Look at you two in your spiffy biking outfits. You both look so cute in those little pants. I’d pay good money to fit into a pair that weren’t meant as control-top underwear. Did you ride very long? It’s so hot out there.”

“Just to the beach and back. We did about ten or twelve miles?” They’d set out early, but it had been hot on the way back. Lucy was grateful for the glass of ice water that suddenly appeared, with the help of a very efficient busboy.

“Only ten miles? Excuse me.” Suzanne shrugged. “What do you call a long ride? From here to Cape Cod?”

Lucy laughed. “That would be a trek,” she conceded. But ten miles on a bike was not a long ride at all. Suzanne obviously didn’t get out pedaling much.

“There is a great bike trail on the Cape now, on the path of an old railroad track,” Lucy told her. “It’s very smoothly paved and goes all the way from Brewster to Provincetown.”

“I tried a stretch last summer. It is great. Most of it is shady and flat. We have to go out there together sometime . . . but not on that bike, I hope. You’d be in bed for a month.” Dana took a long drink of water, too, and stared at Lucy over the top of the glass.

“What’s wrong with your bike, Lucy?” Suzanne sounded concerned. “It is broken?”

“It’s old and clunky and the gears don’t work. Otherwise, it’s perfect.” Lucy glanced at Dana. “I can’t help it if some people around here are cycle snobs.”

“My bike is lighter and you don’t need to kill yourself riding uphill,” Dana explained. “That’s all I’m trying to say.”

“And it has about three hundred more gears than mine . . . and it was handcrafted in Italy. You forgot that part,” Lucy reminded her.

Dana shrugged, trying not to smile. “Okay, you got me. But I didn’t pick it out. Jack and the boys are the cycle snobs, I guess. They bought it for me as a surprise.” When Lucy didn’t answer she added, “I think they got a good discount. I can find out the name of the store for you.”

Suzanne glanced from one friend to the other, following the debate as she perused the open menu.

Lucy sat back and opened her menu, too. “That’s all right. Matt’s buying me a bike for my birthday. A really good one. Custom fit.” She was not usually the type to brag, but Dana’s teasing had struck a nerve.

“Wow, that’s a nice gift. Very thoughtful.” Dana was clearly impressed. “You should have told me, I wouldn’t have gone on about it.”

Suzanne put her menu down and just stared. Lucy knew her wide-eyed expression had nothing to do with bicycles.

“A bike? Really? What are you . . . nine years old? How about he custom-fits a diamond ring to the third finger on your left hand? Did that suggestion ever come up?”

“A good bike costs almost as much,” Dana said quietly.

“And I don’t even like diamonds,” Lucy reminded Suzanne.

“That is so not the point and you both know it. How about a ruby? A sapphire? An emerald? Precious gems, a symbol of eternal, precious love. Sorry, honey—a bike just doesn’t cut it. Even a super-duper nice one from Italy.”

Lucy sat back, totally put on the spot. Suzanne could be outrageously outspoken at times, but this had to be one of her all-time over-the-top moments.

Before Lucy could reply, Dana jumped in. “Suzanne . . . what a thing to say. Where are your boundaries? It’s absolutely none of our business.”

“Thank you, Dana,” Lucy said quietly, completely forgiving her now for having a better bicycle.

Suzanne rolled her eyes. “Okay . . . bad dog, Suzanne. Hit me on the nose with a rolled-up menu or something. It’s fine. I just have one tiny question, Lucy. And I ask this as a dear friend. . . . You can’t deny that you must think about it. Or don’t you want to marry Matt after all?”

“Objection! Leading the witness,” Dana said, in a courtroom voice.

Suzanne sighed. “For goodness’ sakes, we’re just trying to have a little conversation here, Dana. Get a grip.”

She stared at Lucy again, leaning across the table and speaking in a much softer tone. “If you don’t want to answer me, it’s fine. No worries. But we are your closest friends in the world. If you don’t tell us, who can you tell? And of course you know, I only share because I care.”

Lucy sighed. She glanced from Suzanne to Dana, who now gestured with a fingertip over her lips, as if she were zipping up her mouth.

“Guys, calm down. You don’t need to come to blows. Truth be told . . . yes, I do want to marry Matt. I do think about it. A little,” she admitted. “And I think Matt does, too. We just haven’t had time to talk it all out yet.”

Suzanne was obviously encouraged. “All right. That sounds good. For now. But you can’t wait for him to initiate ‘the conversation,’ Lucy. Men never want to do that.”

“That’s not true, Suzanne,” Dana quietly contradicted.

Suzanne glanced at her. “Not on your planet, maybe. But here on Earth, we all know men are from Mars, and women are from Venus. Or did you miss that memo?”

Lucy sighed. She’d never read that book and now wondered if she ought to.

“To tell the truth, I was hoping he’d do that. Or just propose or something? If I have to persuade or pressure someone into marrying me, what’s the point? That’s no fun at all.”

Suzanne shrugged. “I didn’t say it would be fun. But at least you’ll know what page of the romance novel he’s on.”

“I know what you’re trying to say, Lucy,” Dana cut in. “But there is a difference between drawing a line in the sand, and owning and airing your feelings. If this issue is bothering you. Then again, if it’s not, maybe you don’t need to have that conversation right now. Or ever. Maybe you and Matt could live together happy as clams forever, without taking the conventional path of marriage, et cetera.”

Suzanne sighed. “Of course it’s bothering her. Of course she expects marriage, et cetera. And by that I think you mean babies? Why else would she be riding her bicycle all over town like a maniac?”

“I just want to get into better shape. I bought a special dress for my birthday,” Lucy insisted. “It has nothing to do with Matt. Or our relationship.”

Lucy truly believed that. Yet, protesting so passionately to her friends gave her pause to wonder. Was she really upset about this question?

“Okay. Have it your way. I had my say.” Suzanne raised her hands in surrender. “But to borrow a phrase from Dana’s playbook, ‘I think you need to process this conversation.’ ”

Dana laughed. “Is that what I say?” She smiled at Lucy and shrugged. “Suzanne’s right. We both shared our thoughts. Enough said.”

“Fine with me.” Lucy didn’t need to talk about this anymore, either. Did she really have to corner Matt and pressure him?

Whine, persuade, set out her logical points like a politician hoping for his vote?

She was definitely not that woman . . . and never would be. If that’s what it was going to take, they very well might end up spending the next twenty years or so happily unmarried, et cetera.

The truth was, she’d always imagined that one day, when she least expected it, he would pop the question in some extremely original and adorable manner—surprise her with a ring in her morning cup of coffee? Or a glass of champagne? Or maybe it would appear as she unwound a ball of yarn? The way romantic actors always do in the movies.
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