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Tucked into an alcove on a comfy armchair near the back of Pages Bookstore was usually my favorite place to escape into a book, but when I flipped the page in my mystery novel, a crumpled wad of paper flew over my arm and landed in the center of the book, startling me from my solitude. 
What in the world?
I looked up to see the person who’d thrown this trash at me scampering down the mystery fiction aisle toward the front of the store. Wearing a Tilley hat, a beige windbreaker, and Wellington boots, the trash-tosser moved so fast their coat-ends were flapping.  
“Hey!” I called, but the escapee didn’t so much as miss a step. 
Beyond the attire, the only descriptors that registered before this person disappeared were their height and weight: quite a bit shorter than me, around five feet, and thicker around the middle. But that didn’t say much, as most adults were heavier than me. I’d always been slender. Please don’t hate me. 
I pressed open the paper and the two words scribbled there sent my heart into my throat—help me!
I scrambled out of the leather chair and ran down the aisle. 
“What’s up, Addie?” Helena, the bookstore owner, called from the cookbook section.
“Did you see that person in the windbreaker?”
“Yes, but I didn’t see who it was. Why?” 
The note-thrower had slipped out of sight. The store wasn’t large, but there were a series of tall shelving units toward the front. Had the person gone down one of those aisles? Why be clandestine if they were in trouble? Was someone following them? Watching them? And how was I supposed to help if I couldn’t find the person?
“Is there anyone else in the store?” I asked. 
“Not that I know of,” Helena said, tossing her thick blonde hair over her shoulder. “What’s going on?” 
I hurried across the store in time to see the note-thrower head out the door. Helena’s footsteps sounded behind me.
“That person threw a note into my book that said help me.” 
“You’re kidding. Why would they do that?” As though her store had been disrespected by this odd behavior, an expression of slight offense crossed Helena’s Scandinavian features and gave her long face a pink hue. 
I moved toward the door. Having recently reached the age of fifty meant I wasn’t born yesterday. Maybe that person was in trouble, but if this was an attempt to lure me into a dark alley, that wasn’t going to happen. Safety in numbers. “Let’s follow and see.”
“Okay. I’ll lock up and meet you outside.”
“Bring your phone and call me if we get separated.”
“Will do,” Helena said, running to grab the keys. 
I slipped my cell from my pocket in case I needed to call 911. Outside, a wind gust sent leaves down the sidewalk. Long, dark sheets of clouds layered the sky. The air was thick with the South Carolina humidity I’d hardly noticed as a kid, but sure felt now. I held down the bottom of my loose blouse against the wind. Since I sold my all-natural body products less than a minute away at my friend’s restaurant Down to Earth, I hadn’t bothered with a jacket or umbrella thinking I could dash back if it rained. 
Osprey Avenue wasn’t very busy in this weather. A man walked his dog up near The Knotty Shop. Two teenage girls chatted under the clock tower in the town square across the street. Four cars sat at the traffic light. And that’s where I spied the note-thrower beating it across the street at the lights. Nothing other than the sky looked threatening. At least not that I could see, but before I followed, I checked again for anyone looking suspicious. 
The door to the bookstore clattered shut behind me. I glanced back to see Helena locking up, but I didn’t wait for her. To catch the green light, I hurried to the intersection. I was nearly across when I saw the note-thrower enter Down to Earth. Did they know I had my small business there?
Footsteps pounded the road behind me. “Is that the person going into Raquel’s?” Helena asked, catching up.
“Yep. This is the weirdest thing,” I said. “Why didn’t they just tell me what the trouble was back at your store?”
I jogged down the street. I didn’t like the idea of whoever this was bringing trouble into Raquel’s restaurant. Bells above the door jingled as I entered and held the door for Helena. This late in the afternoon, the restaurant was nearly empty. No sign of Raquel, who was probably in the kitchen. The note-thrower was on a mission, charging to the back toward the counter where I sold my all-natural Barest Essential skin care products.
“Hey, you,” I called. “What are you doing?” 
They finally turned to face me. I recognized Gwen Cubbitt. Her droopy jowls and squinty eyes pierced me as if I was causing her grief. 
“Gwen? Why did you toss a help me note into my book?”
“Got your attention, didn’t I? I don’t have time to wait for you to read a book.”
As I let out my breath, my heart rate slowed. That was quite the adrenaline dump she’d given me.
Helena snorted. “Gwen Cubbitt, you must really believe the world revolves around you. What in tarnation is wrong with you?”
Gwen jerked her head toward my Barest Essentials products lining the shelves behind the counter that served as my modest shop. I called them BE for short. “I don’t know. That’s why I need Adelaide’s help.”
I wasn’t going to ask. Let her tell me what she thought her problem was. I had my own ideas about Gwen Cubbitt, so I just stared at her, hoping my irritation would lessen before I said something I might regret.
Turning to Helena, I said, “I’ve got this, if you want to get back to Pages.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Gwen, who glared right back. Looked like there was history here.
“Call me later,” Helena said, breaking eye contact. “Good luck with the wacko,” she added under her breath before turning on her heel.
Not helpful, Helena.
Gwen sniffed indignantly and jutted her chin at Helena’s back as she left the restaurant. “You know she spent eighty-five dollars on a T-shirt for her kid because the kid’s going to Paris. Paris! I was in The Buttercup Boutique when Helena bought it. I wouldn’t pay those prices, yet she calls me wacko.”
Because I’d lived most of my adult life away from my hometown, I was out of the loop on some of the alliances and grievances. I didn’t know how long this animosity between Helena and Gwen had been going on, but with Gwen’s bristly personality, I couldn’t say I was surprised. “Well, that’s not really any of our business, is it?” As Helena’s friend, I knew she had shopaholic tendencies, but I meant what I’d said to Gwen.
“I’ve never been to Europe,” Gwen said. “I work too hard for holidays. When I was twenty years old, I worked seven days a week helping my family put food on the table. Did anyone ask me if I’d like to backpack through Europe? Ha!” 
I could say the same about myself, to a point. I’d prioritized my work life over taking holidays because I’d loved being a psychotherapist. 
Part of Gwen’s problem, in my opinion, was that she envied everyone else and found reasons to feel hard done by instead of feeling pride and gratitude for her success. Cubbit’s Market, her family’s store, had been a small grocer before she inherited it and expanded the inventory and size of the store until it became a one-stop shop that was a thriving, essential mainstay in town. Hers was the first place locals went to restock food, cleaning products, and other basics of daily life.
Raquel popped her head out of the kitchen, scanned the restaurant, then caught my eye. I sent her a look that said everything’s okay. She nodded and walked into the restaurant while I turned my attention to the mystery at hand. 
I usually responded to people like Gwen with extra kindness, but my patience was thin after her drama. “Now that you have my attention and came close to having the sheriff’s attention too, what’s wrong?” 
Be calm and listen to her. I reminded myself she could be feeling vulnerable or possibly afraid for a reason she struggled to divulge. I’d need to soften my tone the next time I spoke. Maybe it was an unreal objective of mine, but I wanted to help people like Gwen. I had an uncanny knack for reading people, for seeing the detrimental thought patterns that sometimes gave them physical symptoms.
Gwen yanked a pot of my BE Clear Salve from her pocket. “Your cream has turned me green!”
Oh no! This hadn’t happened to anyone else who’d used BE Clear. Then I remembered what happened a few days ago, when Gwen came in to ask about my Barest Essential products. As she’d been complaining about her rash, I’d experienced a vision; a scene that flickered through my consciousness. This kind of thing had been happening to me since my fiftieth birthday, although I wasn’t sure why or what to do with these visions. I’d seen Gwen as an older teenager lashing out at her younger brother in a jealous rage. Why had her parents let him off with no responsibilities? It was always her they leaned on. And that wasn’t fair.
It seemed like a poignant insight into Gwen’s life, in more ways than one. The only thing I could think to do with this knowledge was to help her realize her jealousy was more toxic to her than to others.
Now, as Gwen’s face compressed with anger, I took a breath and glanced at the wall of framed testimonials from my growing customer base. The display was Raquel’s work. She encouraged me to share my “social proof” since I’d been unaware of the concept. 
“No one has ever complained, Gwen. Nothing in my cream should cause your skin to change color.” I once had a friend who’d turned her baby’s skin orange from feeding her too many carrots, but otherwise I’d never heard about skin turning color.
As Gwen thwacked her umbrella onto the counter and unzipped her jacket, the front door opened. I looked over to see Colby Ashmore, one of Gwen’s employees, come in. He waved at me, seemed to recognize Gwen, then headed in the opposite direction toward Raquel. He said something about smoked trout. Raquel often purchased fish from Colby’s father.
Gwen drew my attention back when she jerked up her shirtsleeve. “Well, I must be special then. Aren’t I the lucky one!” 
I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting anything as potent as the shade of lime green on Gwen’s arm.
“Wow,” I said, truly taken aback. I leaned forward to look closer. Besides looking like lime gelatin, her skin was perfect. “I’ve seen nothing like this. It looks like the rash is gone, though.”
“Is that all you have to say?” She gaped at me and pulled down her turtleneck to expose a shoulder. “It’s coming up my arm!” she screeched. “What are you going to do about it?”
“I’m sorry, Gwen. My products are all natural, and the ingredients are chosen for their healing properties, but it could be an allergic reaction. I think you should see a doctor.”
She picked up her umbrella and pointed it at me. “You better believe I’ll see a doctor, and while I’m there, I’m going to file a complaint against you.” 
I didn’t profess to be a medical practitioner. Before I sold any of my products, I’d hired a lawyer to be sure I was following health regulations, so I knew I was protected. And while my primary concern was doing what I could to help Gwen, I wouldn’t abide her threatening tone or her disrupting Raquel’s restaurant, and it was time to make that clear.




Chapter 2
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I straightened my spine and faced my palms together in front of me, going for assertive, not aggressive. “Everything I sell keeps to the code of law. Please put your umbrella down.”  
Gwen didn’t drop the umbrella. “You and your perfect skin. Why don’t you try using that cream on yourself and see what happens?”
Did she really think I didn’t use my own products? I moved toward the display intending to show her what I used on a daily basis but stepped back when she poked her pointy umbrella my way again. 
Clearly I needed more assertion to disarm this woman.
“I’d like to help, Gwen, but if you don’t put down that umbrella, you’ll have to leave,” I said sternly. 
Colby and Raquel stopped their conversation and looked our way. I sensed Colby shrinking into the woodwork.  
“I’ll leave all right, but you can be sure I’ll tell all my customers to steer clear of you. Everyone thinks this crap is fabulous. Ha! I should have known there was something fishy going on when your hair turned silver overnight.”
Raquel crossed the restaurant to join us. “What’s going on over here?” 
Gwen slammed the cream down on the counter and snapped her umbrella to her side with the precision of a military guard. She turned on her heel to face Raquel. “I’d think twice before I’d have my reputation sullied with this garbage,” she said, flicking her head toward my BE natural products.
Her words stung. I researched and worked diligently to create good, helpful products that were not garbage, but I didn’t retort. I wouldn’t stoop to her level and escalate this into a mud-slinging match.
Raquel jammed her hands onto her hips. “You better leave, Gwen, before I sully you.”
Gwen’s jaw worked, grinding her teeth as she sized up Raquel’s wiry build. The umbrella rose. “I’d like to see you try that. Nothing but skin and bones. Not a brain cell to be had.”
For crying out loud. What a vile person. 
Knowing Raquel wouldn’t be the first to back down and could lose her temper at any moment, I moved to intervene.
“You’re a nasty leprechaun,” Raquel said, planting her feet. Her fair skin flushed, making her freckles disappear.
“Stop!” I stepped between them. “Let’s keep this civilized. Gwen, I’ll do my best to figure this out.”
“You’ve done enough,” she said. With one last scowl, she stomped out the door. 
I let my breath out. Clearly her elaborate note throwing had been designed to get my attention so she could air her grievance and not because she wanted my actual help. 
Colby shuffled his feet. I’d almost forgotten he was there. His mouth hung open as he rubbed his neck. Gwen hadn’t acknowledged him, which I imagine was a relief.
“Well, there’s our excitement for the day,” I said, trying to lighten things up.
Raquel mumbled something under her breath. It sounded like a Gaelic curse.  
There was a time in my life when a confrontation like that would have shaken me. I was wiser now. I wouldn’t take Gwen’s attack personally. She had every reason to be upset, but that didn’t give her the right to disrespect me or Raquel.
In some ways it seemed Gwen hadn’t changed from our childhood days when I’d lived in Whalesback Cove. Although we’d gone to school together, she and I had never been friends. In our teen years, she’d called me Barbie because of my figure and the attention I got from boys—attention, I’d gladly have passed her way.
When I was eighteen, I’d left my small town of limited opportunities to go to UChicago and study psychology, a move that lasted twenty-seven years while I’d worked in social services, then as a psychotherapist. I’d just returned home four months ago and started this small cottage industry business selling all natural body lotions since I’d been making them for myself and friends for years. Raquel had sectioned off an area for me at Down to Earth to sell my products until I grew my business to a size that warranted renting my own shop. 
When Gwen had bought the salve, she’d been pleasant, friendly even, claiming one of her customers suggested she see me about her rash. We’d talked about my hair having turned from a rich mahogany to silver overnight. A fiftieth birthday present from midlife to me. (I planned to live to one hundred like my grandmother had, so I figured fifty was midlife for me). Gwen seemed thrilled about my silver hair, as if this “imperfection” marred my looks.
“No surprise she finally turned green,” Raquel said.
“Finally, huh? It was a surprise to me.” 
“You’ve not been around to see Gwen Cubbit become a miserable, jealous, small-minded crone. Worse than she ever was as a teen.” 
“Believe it or not, I picked up on that,” I said dryly. Having worked as a psychotherapist for twenty-odd years gave me an understanding of personalities, although it didn’t take an expert to read Gwen as insecure and unhappy. Putting others down made her feel superior and gave her some self-worth. 
Colby shrugged. “There goes my theory that she reserves her malice for her employees.” 
“Sorry, Colby,” Raquel said. “I should be the better person and not malign your boss. But that said, you don’t deserve to be treated with malice. No one does.” She clapped her hands as if done with that nasty business. “I’ll pay you for the fish, and you can get on your way.” She stepped away at her usual hurried pace. 
I followed them to the cash register. Feeling concerned that Colby had to endure Gwen’s erratic behavior, I sent him a dose of confidence. At least that’s the way I pictured it in my head. It was something I’d learned in a meditation class—to send love out into the world. It had felt good to me, so I’d made it a daily practice. I’d even started mentally infusing my products with healing energy.
The color was returning to his face. “You look great, Colby,” I said. I’d given him a sample of a serum I’d put together to treat acne. After Gwen’s accusations, it was a relief to see his blemish-free—not green-glazed—face. Clear skin certainly improved his appearance. He looked like a new man. Now, if I could get him to update his hair cut, he might have a better chance attracting the young woman he had a crush on. The way he wore his bangs brushed to the side reminded me of my grandfather.
“Thank you, Adelaide,” he said, scraping his top teeth over his bottom lip. “The lotion you gave me really worked. May I purchase a bottle from you? I break out on my back sometimes.”
“Absolutely,” I said.
Raquel gave her cash register a whack. “Ugh, this thing just froze. Sometimes I hate technology.”
I sympathized—I’d acquired a cell phone only six month ago. Living a couple of centuries ago would have made me happy. I walked away toward my counter.
The register beeped. “There we go,” she said. “Told ya!”
I looked back to see her narrowing her eyes at me. I smiled. She’d been teasing me lately, accusing me of interrupting the invisible waves that made her Internet work. 
As if my walking away had fixed her register.
“You’re welcome,” I said, wiggling my fingers as if I was all-powerful. 
Back at my counter, I grabbed a bottle of BE Clear Oil for Colby. “So, any luck with the young lady?” I asked as I handed him the oil.
He flushed a little. “Yes. I believe so. If I’m reading the signs correctly, that is. It’s difficult to read women.”
I laughed since he couldn’t be older than eighteen. “So we’ve been told.” I packaged the oil and took his cash. “The best way to know for sure is to muster up the courage and ask her out.”
“You sound like my nana.” He brushed his bangs back. “I’ve almost worked up enough courage. I’m going to do the deed any day now.”
His expressions made me smile. To me, he didn’t sound like a typical teenager, although I didn’t have much experience with this cohort. “Good. I hope it works out.”
“Thanks,” he said. “And thank you for this.” He shook the bag. “Have a good day, Adelaide. See you later.” He took his money from Raquel and left the store.
“He cracks me up,” she said. “How’s it feel to sound like a nana?” 
“Wise?” Since I didn’t feel old at fifty, it didn’t bother me that a teenager likened me to his nana. 
“My son calls me a hipster,” she said. “I thank him for the compliment and tell him it’s okay that I’m not up on cultural norms. It’s part of my charm.” Raquel fluttered her eyelids. “Hey, you’re not upset about Gwen, are you? Because there’s nothing in your cream that would cause a reaction like that. I wouldn’t put it past her to have painted her arm green just to have something to complain about.”
I laughed. “She was actually nice to me the other day.”
“I know. It was weird.”
“She can’t be that spiteful. I’ve never done her any harm.”
“No, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t hate you for being the object of every boy’s fantasy in high school. And if that wasn’t bad enough, you didn’t date any of them. She pointed that out when I told her you were moving back home. She said you thought you were better than them. I told her the truth—you were brutally shy and awkward.”
“Ha! Thanks. Sad but true. I hope you mentioned how studious I was.”
“Maybe I did, but that wouldn’t have helped. I don’t think she’s happy to have you in Whalesback Cove again.”
“Maybe, but it’s hard to believe she’d paint herself green to try to destroy my business.”
Raquel shrugged. “Anyway, enough about her. There’s supposed to be thunderstorms tonight. Do you want to have a sleepover or ride it out on the boat?”
“Thanks for the offer, but I can’t come running to your place every time there’s a storm.” 
She picked up the package of smoked fish and gave me a look. “Sure, you can. I told you I enjoy having another woman in the house.”
Raquel was a single parent with three sons, although her boys were in their twenties now and had their own lives. I’d stayed with her over the summer when I’d not been able to find a place. Now that it was no longer blistering hot, I was moving onto Nessie, the sailboat I’d inherited from my Uncle Eugene. I had to pay docking fees at the yacht club anyway, so it made sense to try living there rather than also paying rent. I’d neglected my boat while getting my business up and running, but I wanted to get to know my boat and learn how to sail.
“You still have your key to my place, right? In case you get seasick tonight. Just let yourself in.” She started walking away, then turned back. “Hey, I’ve got a ton of apples. Since you’re going to the club, can you give a few to Pete?” Raquel always gave him leftover food from the restaurant. Like many of the townsfolk, she had a soft spot for old Pete, a wind-blown, sunbaked sailor who lived on an equally sunbaked sailboat. 
I retrieved the apples, then spent the rest of the afternoon in a back room making a batch of all-natural body lotion. After tidying up, I headed over to the club.  
Another reason for living at the yacht club was my commute. From Down to Earth, it was a short walk along the shoreline where instead of traffic noises, there was the serenade of waves pulling in and out and the seagulls’ caw. I’d loved living in Chicago, but I was now at a point in life where I sought simplicity and the natural beauty of Whalesback Cove.
Today, I had driven my car because I was bringing supplies to the boat. I waved to a couple people getting out of their dingy as I walked along the dock to Nessie. Uncle Eugene’s favorite place in the world had been Inverness, Scotland, so he’d named the boat after the famous Scottish sea monster. Since my uncle had lived in the small town of Bookend Bay on Lake Superior, I’d hired a couple to sail Nessie down to South Carolina.
Leaning into my cockpit, I set my bags onto the seat before steadying myself with a hand on the bimini, a canvas shade that provided sun and rain protection, to step across the gap between the dock and the boat. I admired the way everyone else moved around their boats with experienced ease. I wasn’t there yet.
With my bags in hand, I stepped down the companionway into the cabin, set my stuff on the table, then opened the windows to dissipate the boat smell. I turned to view my new living quarters, not having to move to see it all.
Home, sweet home. Could I really manage this? Living in a thirty-four-foot Catalina?
Over the summer, I’d at least had time to wash Nessie from bow to stern, inside and out. Raquel helped me steam clean the oodles of cushions. It felt good to know every cobalt-blue, tufted bolster had been washed of all previous users. I’d taken the V-berth for my bedroom and planned to add a layer of memory foam to the mattress. The aft cabin would be for storage.
I’d also read up on sailboat terminology after learning my neighboring sailors took their boats and their sailing pretty seriously. I’d given them a good laugh after I’d referred to the masthead wind indicator as the thingee on top of that tall post.
First task was to get my laundered sheets onto the bed. I stepped back to grab them from a tote bag. My foot came down on something soft and squishy. Something that moved! 
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I yanked my foot off the squishy thing as a high-pitched yowl cut through the cabin. A ball of fur shot up from the floor onto the counter.  
My heart hit my throat, until I realized the fur ball was a cat, ginger colored with yellow eyes that stared me down like I’d invaded its sanctuary.
“Hey, you,” I said softly, as my heart rate returned to normal. “It’s okay. Where did you come from?”
It tilted its head as if asking the same question. I reached out and scratched behind its ears. So soft. It moved closer, fitting its head into my hand. 
The cat looked healthy but wasn’t wearing a collar. Maybe it lived on a boat. When I stopped petting, it turned and gave me a rear view. Ah, a male. 
It would be dark outside within the hour, and I didn’t think I could haul the frisky feline around with me trying to find its owner. Then I remembered I now owned a cell—with a camera. I retrieved my phone, found the camera icon in less than ten seconds, then snapped a photo of the cat. Not bad. Nicely focused. I was getting pretty good with this thing.
In case the cat got thirsty, I put out a bowl of water then closed the hatch. Up in the cockpit, I scanned the docks for signs of life. The only person visible was Pete.  
The club gave him space by the old dingy docks on the far side. I figured they didn’t charge him for it since he’d been the dock master for years, putting in enough volunteer hours to last a lifetime.
Apples. Raquel had given me apples for Pete. Back inside, I stuffed them into my pockets, then headed out, leaving the cat laid out on the bench, blinking sleepily.  
To be a card-carrying member of The Whalesback Yacht Club sounded fancier than it was. No valet-parking or concierge services here. We had about twenty-five slips, a mooring field, a rustic clubhouse, and a boneyard that seemed to have enough scrapped parts to build a frigate. Members put in working hours to reduce their fees. I was fine with that. Not only would I save money, but I’d also get to know the community of sailors. I was going to need a lot of help.
Since it was a weekday and the weather had been lousy, the club wasn’t busy. That begged the question, where had the cat come from? Hopefully Pete would know.
Blowing from behind, an easterly gust sent strands of hair into my face. It still surprised me to see white hair.
“Hey, Pete,” I said as I approached. Plunked on a lawn chair from the seventies, he gave me a wide smile, accentuating his wrinkles and revealing a missing upper incisor. He was always whittling something, and today was no exception. The handle of the knife he held must carry his fingerprints. Last month, he’d shown me the collection of miniature buildings he’d carved. The town’s clock tower and every shop in Whalesback—Down to Earth, Pages Bookstore, Cubbitt’s Market, The Knotty Shop, Upcycle, Cocoa Cove, and others. He’d made the whole town and planned to set it up as a replica miniature village around the clock at Christmas time.
“Hello, there, Captain Adelaide,” he said. “How are you and Nessie getting on?”
“Oh well, baby steps. Everything about Nessie is new to me. I’ve decided to move on board and see how it goes.”
“Good for you. One day at a time. That’s what I tell myself.” He had to be well into his eighties. “Hey, you want to know something?”
This was becoming a familiar exchange. “Yes, I do.”
“You might want to secure your halyards. The wind’s coming up. It could be a noisy night otherwise. Might want to check the other lines, too.”
At least I didn’t have to ask what a halyard was. The rope for raising the sails, I recited silently. “Thanks, Pete. I wouldn’t have thought of that.” I took the apples from my pocket. “Hey, Raquel has too many apples and wants to share. Can you take a few off her hands?”
“You bet,” he said, leaning forward to take them. “Golden Delicious. My favorite. Aren’t I lucky? Haven’t had one of these in weeks, and tonight I’m flush.”
I smiled and felt a bit sad that four apples were like wealth to Pete. “Hey, I have a question for you.” Pulling my phone from my pocket, I asked if he recognized my stowaway cat.
“Yep. That looks like Gwen Cubbitt’s cat. Don’t know its name, but I’ve seen it around the market.”
I deflated. Of all people, why did it have to belong to Gwen? “Thanks, Pete. I’ll let her know he’s here. Have a good night.”
“Hold up a sec. This is for you, for all the good you’ve done me.” He handed me the object he’d been whittling. “Just finished her.”
I held a small sailboat in the palm of my hand with a taut mainsail and jib. The detail was superb. “Wow, Pete. Thank you. You even carved her name on the transom. How’d you get it so small?”
He held out his hand, palm down. “Pretty steady for an old fart.” 
“I can see that,” I said, wondering what his story was. Did he have a wife? Kids? How’d he end up living on a broken boat? And if he was so good with his hands, why hadn’t he fixed up the boat? These questions would have to wait for another day, but I looked forward to getting to know him better.
“I give you credit,” he said, flexing his fingers. “That tea of yours has done me some real good. The pain in my joints is all gone. I’d thought my whittling days were over.”
Warmth spread through me. I didn’t know he’d not been able to whittle before I’d given him that tea. “I’m so happy to hear that, Pete. Yay!” I made a mental note to keep him in tea, thanked him again for the carving and said goodbye, then scooted back to Nessie to get the cat. I snorted when I saw him, sleeping on his back, legs splayed, one paw over his eyes like he’d fallen asleep blocking out the sinking sun. What a riot. I hated to disturb him, but Gwen was probably worried about him, so I emptied my duffel, lined it with a towel, and woke the sleeping prince. 
“Sorry!” I said, as I tried to gently place him into the bag. One paw shot out. He whacked me on the chin. “Ouch!” Startled, I dropped him. “Hey. Not nice.” He jumped onto the floor and disappeared under the table. 
“How am I supposed to get you home?” 
When I bent down, I saw a purple envelope on the floor. Where had that come from? I picked it up and saw Adelaide Keane in tidy calligraphy across the front. Was this from the club? I didn’t think people were supposed to come onto your boat when you weren’t there. It made me feel a little creeped out. Unless someone left it up top, then it blew inside without me noticing.
I opened the envelope to find a handwritten note, just a few short sentences. Before reading the message, I looked at the signature: Fiona Cross. I didn’t know a Fiona Cross. My mother’s maiden name was Cross, but that was about all I knew about her. She’d walked out on my father, brother, and me when I was two years old. I’d never seen her again. 
Dearest Adelaide,
Sorry I’ve not been there to help. I imagine the transition has not gone smoothly on your own. Will arrive soon.
Fiona Cross
I stared at the black script. I would have thought she meant this message for someone else if it hadn’t been addressed to me. There was no actual address on the envelope, just my name, so how did it get on my boat?
That was only the first question swirling around in my head. Who was Fiona Cross? How did she know I’d moved onto the boat? Why did she think it wasn’t going smoothly? I’d been living aboard for less than an hour. And why was my life her concern?
I didn’t have time to wonder about the Cross family—people who’d never been in my life. The sun would set soon, and I needed to get this cat to Gwen’s, then return in daylight. I’d rather not traipse around in the dark, considering the club was mostly deserted. I wasn’t feeling steady on the docks yet and wouldn’t want to fall in the water when there was no one around to help me out.
“Here, Kitty.” My attempts to lure him out from under the table failed. I didn’t have the courage to grab him and get scratched again.
My wish to not navigate the docks in the dark had my frustration levels spiking. All this effort to retrieve an unwilling cat! And what if I did manage to grab him and get him over to Cubbitt’s only to learn he didn’t belong to Gwen? Seemed the only thing to do at this point was to find out if he did belong to her.  
Leaving the cat grooming itself as far from me as possible, I tied my hair back, secured the hatch, and hurried over to Cubbitt’s. The market was a five-minute walk, so I should get there while it was still open. I’d rather catch Gwen there than figure out where she lived, because I presumed she’d be slightly less vitriolic in her store where she might upset her customers. 
It was a good idea to soothe the animosity between Gwen and me before she slandered me and my products. Returning her cat would be a friendly gesture. But facing her again . . . My fingernails bit into my palms, so I flexed my hands and took a deep breath.
As I hurried up First Street to Osprey Avenue, I envisioned my conversation with Gwen going smoothly. She’d be calm, understanding, and willing to help me figure this out. Somehow, telling myself this reduced my anxiety.
Cubbit Market’s orange-striped awnings were so clean they looked new. The sidewalk had been swept for probably the fifth time that day. Had to give Gwen’s employees credit for keeping the grocery store sparkling clean. 
It worried me not to see the sandwich board that was usually outside on the sidewalk. Was the store closed? My watch said I had six minutes. I tugged at the door, and it opened easily, so clearly someone had already tucked the sign away for the night. I wish I felt relieved.
I planned to look for Gwen in the manager’s office but got distracted by the produce section as I entered the market. Yellow apples were strewn across the floor. That was odd, considering I’d just been thinking about how pristine Gwen kept things. 
The nice thing to do would be pick them up, so that’s what I did. With three in my hand, I walked around the group of four bins.
That’s when I saw Gwen lying on the floor. Face down. She must have fallen.
I froze. Blood. Too much blood? Her arm pinched under her at a weird angle. Pieces from the gruesome scene ricocheted inside my head as I tried to compute. 
Do something! “Help!” I called out. Please let there be someone here.
“We need help! Gwen!” I rushed over. Dropped to my knees. Gripped her shoulder. Turned her over.
What was that? I looked away. Closed my eyes. What had I seen?
I forced myself to look back. Adrenaline coursed through my veins. My heart galloped into a frenzy. 
A thin metal stick protruded from her neck. Bamboo handle with a blue nub. Was that a barbecue skewer?
Behind me, a guttural scream cut through the grocery store. 




Chapter 4
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I told the sheriff everything I could remember about finding Gwen’s body. The details were surprisingly difficult to tell, even though more than thirty minutes couldn’t have passed. Mostly because my voice box wouldn’t cooperate, and my heart still pounded in my ears. Whether the primal thump reverberating off my eardrum was from finding Gwen or from the cashier’s horrified scream, I didn’t know.  
The cashier’s name was Izzy, so I was told. She couldn’t be older than eighteen and was now sitting by the checkout, talking to a deputy. Every few minutes, she uttered a whimper that made me want to give her a hug. I hoped someone had called her parents because she needed support.
I tried to keep my attention on the sheriff. In other circumstances, it wouldn’t be difficult. Sheriff Blythe was everything one might picture a forty-something male model to be—ridiculously good looking, well-sculpted body, bald with a salt and pepper stubble-beard. But it was his eyes that told the most about him. Intelligent. Concerned. Suspicious. 
“You’ve been back in town for how long?” he asked.
“Just over three months,” I said.
He nodded. “What happened to your face?”
What was he talking about? “Nothing. Why?”
He touched the side of his jaw. “You have a nasty-looking scratch.”
“A scratch?” How did I—? Wait. The cat. “Oh, right. I told you I came to the market because I found Gwen’s cat. It scratched me when I tried to put him in a duffel. I was trying to bring him with me, but that didn’t go very well. He doesn’t like to be stuffed into bags.” I was rambling, but I couldn’t help it. 
He made a sound in his throat. Could have been a skeptical sound, but I was too nervous to read him. 
“I still have Gwen’s cat.” I followed up in case he hadn’t used his finely honed detecting skills to figure that out.
“Gwen doesn’t have a cat,” came a voice behind me. I turned to see Izzy standing there, rubbing her arms, looking at me quizzically. Her eyes were bloodshot. She tugged on her ear. Sniffed.
“Are you sure? It’s a ginger-colored cat. No collar. White face.”
Izzy shook her head. “I’m sure. Gwen didn’t like animals.”
Well, that figured. 
“Why did you think the cat belonged to the victim?” Sheriff Blythe asked.
I felt like a tattletale when I said, “Pete told me it was Gwen’s cat. He’d seen it by the market,” I added to give him a good reason for thinking the cat was Gwen’s. I didn’t want to get him in any trouble, although him believing the cat was Gwen’s wasn’t a bad thing. It was obviously an honest mistake.
The sheriff made a note. “Pete Nowak?”
“I don’t know his last name. He lives on his boat. At the yacht club.”
The sheriff closed his notebook. “Okay. We’ll need to take your statement. You’ll have to go to the office with Deputy Pradeep.”
I suddenly felt exhausted and not convinced my statement would be any more coherent than my answers to the sheriff’s questions had been. “Okay.”
“Ms. Keane?” the sheriff said as I moved to turn away. “Are you related to Clifford Keane?”
“Yes. He was my father.” My dad’s death was still raw even though he’d been gone eight months. He’d been my world for much of my life.
Sheriff Blythe made another sound I couldn’t read, but I didn’t like it. He didn’t smile. Didn’t say anything about my dad. Maybe he’d brought it up because they’d worked together. My dad had been a cop. 
Blythe headed over to the deputy, said a few quiet words, then walked away. And the part of my brain that was already operating in overdrive started speculating if I had a new worry about problems between my dad and the sheriff on my hands.
[image: image-placeholder]If it wasn’t for the cat held captive on my boat, I would have slunk into Raquel’s place and slept in the guest room that night. But I couldn’t leave the cat alone, cooped up. At least I’d had the wherewithal to pick up food and kitty litter from Cubbitt’s before I’d driven to the sheriff’s office to repeat for the deputy everything I’d already said to the sheriff.
I got the cat set up, disinfected the nasty scratch he’d given me, then wrestled with my king-sized sheets to make the bed. I was both exhausted and too stimulated to sleep, so when the cat jumped into bed with me and rubbed himself against my shoulder before settling, I was happy for his presence.
Just like Pete had predicted, the wind was indeed blowing, but so far, no thunder. The boat rocked against the dock, which would have been fine, maybe even soothing, except for a rhythmic squeak. Probably the boat’s fenders rubbing against the wood. Following that was the thwacking of rope against something, probably the mast. Maybe the halyards I hadn’t secured.
At least I wasn’t having a hot flash. Small mercies. They seemed to have settled down since I’d turned fifty. It was probably the herbal spray I’d concocted to cool down the body. I just wished the flashes in my mind’s eye of Gwen’s dead body lying amongst yellow apples would go away.
I was still awake when the sun rose in a brilliant glare through my windows. Mentally, I added buy blinds to my to-do list. I would have liked to stay in bed all day, but I also knew the only way to stop the merry-go-round of thoughts in my head was to get busy doing something else. And that something else was going to start with the feline that had already vacated the berth. I’d have to make lost kitty signs and post them around the club and neighborhood. 
I got up on all fours to turn around, then sat on my butt so I could slide feet-first out of the berth to the floor. No sign of the cat. Where, oh where? There were only so many places to hide on this boat. I figured I’d discovered them all, but then again, I didn’t think like a cat.
“Here, kitty.”
After checking under the table, I noticed I’d not slid the hatch all the way closed last night. Uh oh. Just enough room for a cat to escape.
I yanked the hatch back, cringing at the ear-splitting squeal, removed the cabin door, and stepped up into the cockpit just in time to see the little orange feline bouncing down the dock toward me with something in its mouth. 
“That better not be a bird!” I said, as it leapt on board. He gave me a look with those yellow eyes as if to say it was rude to complain about gifts, then dropped the treasure onto the seat. 
The object looked like a child’s play dough sculpture. I picked it up, slightly disgusted by cat saliva. It was a rudimentary statue of a faceless, well-endowed woman with an enormous belly. He must have nabbed it from the beach. “I hope you didn’t steal this from someone’s yard.”
The gentle sway of the boat captured my attention and I sat on the bench facing the water. I’d been so focused on the cat; I hadn’t noticed the mist over the water smudging the sunrise into the sky and blanketing Whalesback Rock out in the cove. It would make a stunning photo if I was inclined to hunt for my camera. I was not. Otherwise, the water was calm as could be. No wind this morning.
The cat stepped into my lap, rubbed its head against my neck, and settled down.
“You’re a beautiful kitty.” As I ran my hand through his soft fur, it felt strange to keep calling him kitty. A name popped into my head. Maybe because the golden cat might be a thief, and because I’d once had a serious crush on Robert Redford. “I’m going to call you Sundance.” He turned his head as if he understood. 
As much as the view was relaxing, if I sat there any longer, I’d start seeing the image of Gwen again. I needed to keep busy because sleep wasn’t an option, so I’d best get on with my day. 
Since Sundance had returned to the boat, it didn’t seem fair to leave him cooped up all day, so I’d leave the hatch open for him to come and go while I was away. I’d owned cats before and knew they were crepuscular—most active at dawn and dusk—and did a lot of snoozing during the day. 
By the time I’d washed and dressed, Sundance was already snoring on my bed. Instead of making drip coffee, I decided to treat myself with a coffee and breakfast at Down to Earth. Raquel made a calcium-rich breakfast for us middle-aged women who needed to stave off osteoporosis—a diagnosis of low-bone density from my doctor had precipitated me to start lifting weights. 
“Addie!” Raquel shouted from behind the takeout counter when I came in the door. She scooted around and caught me up in a tight hug. “How are you? I was going to call you, but figured you’d be sleeping after the night you had.” She stepped back and looked me over. “I can’t believe you found Gwen dead.”
“I can’t believe you know that already, and I’m sleep-deprived, but I’m okay.”
“Dennis and Gerald were in this morning. You remember Dennis, Sloane’s older brother?”
“No, I didn’t know he was Sloane’s older brother. Who’s Sloane? And why is he important?”
“Because Sloane Blythe is the sheriff. You must have talked to him last night.”
An image of Sheriff Blythe popped into my head—mostly his eyes. I hadn’t registered the color, but I wouldn’t soon forget his long stare. He made it clear he was assessing the veracity of not just my story, but my character. “Yes, I met him. I didn’t know his name was Sloane.”
“Dennis said Gwen was skewered.” Raquel grimaced.
I blocked that image from my mind. “Yeah. I’d rather not talk about that part.” 
While Raquel poured coffee and made us yogurt parfaits, I sat at the counter and told her everything that had happened after I’d found Sundance on the boat. 
“It’s kind of crazy to think there’s a killer running around Whalesback,” Raquel said. 
“I know. You wouldn’t think twice about that in Chicago.” I drained my coffee and brought the mug around to put in the dishwasher. “And on that gruesome note, now that I’ve had a dose of caffeine—thank you very much for that—I want to look into some of my customers to be sure no one’s had any adverse reactions to my products.”
Raquel slid her mug in next to mine and shook her head, admonishingly. “That’s just like you, worried about what everyone is thinking about you, right? You always have to prove to the world that you’re on top of everything. But since you’re so good at getting other people to process their feelings, how ’bout you take some time off to feel what’s going on inside your own body?”
“I’m fine,” I responded defensively, even though I knew she’d meant it kindly. She was probably thinking it would kill me to admit I couldn’t handle whatever life threw at me—even dead bodies. But I’d always been an emotionally sound person. That said, it bothered me to think people might wish they’d never purchased one of my BE products because they might turn green. “I had the entire night to process what happened. Sitting around with nothing but my thoughts will drive me crazy. And on that note, I also have a lost cat to deal with. Is it okay if I put a sign on your window?” 
She sighed, like I just didn’t get it. “Sure. Go ahead. And if you want, I’ll have my son post about the missing cat in the Whalesback Facebook group.”
I might be the only person in the state who wasn’t on Facebook. “If you think someone might see it there, that would be helpful. Thank you.”
Raquel smiled and rolled her eyes. “Yes, someone will see it. The group is very active.”
“Good. He’s a nice cat. I hate the thought of someone missing him.”
After writing up then posting the sign, I called three of my customers who’d purchased the same BE Clear salve Gwen bought. No one turned any color of the rainbow. When I learned everyone was pleased with their product, the tension in my shoulders eased, until a commotion at the front door caught my attention. 
What was happening? I moved a little closer to see a woman trying to open the restaurant door while flapping her purse in the air above her head. Was that Felicity? What in the world was going on?




Chapter 5
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“Get away from me!” Felicity cried, as she darted inside, spun around, and frantically slammed the door closed. Her black curls looked like they’d been bested by an eggbeater. 
“Great snakes!” she exclaimed, catching her breath. She tried to pat down her hair, but her sleeve got stuck on her earring.
“Here, let me get that.” I helped her untangle her antique earring from her floral knit top.
“What happened to you?” asked Raquel, coming out of the kitchen with a wooden spoon in her hand. “Don’t tell me you got caught in one of those old electric fans you’re trying to turn into treasure.”
Felicity owned Upcycle, a store that sold recycled home decor. It was amazing what she could do with a busted-up set of drawers that had been kicked to the curb. 
“I did not,” she retorted, swiping a feather from her shoulder and giving Raquel a look. “I’m either caught in an Alfred Hitchcock movie or have become Snow White. I’m not sure which it is, but every time I go outside, I get accosted by birds. Y’all aren’t having that problem, are you?”
I shook my head.
“Nope,” said Raquel. “They’re not trying to peck your eyes out, are they?”
“For goodness’ sakes, Raquel,” Felicity said, rolling her eyes. “No. Nothing like that. They just land on my shoulders and rub their little heads against my face.” She shivered. “I guess it’s kind of endearing.”
“Ah, then it’s Snow White,” Raquel said, matter-of-factly. 
Felicity snorted. “I’ll feel better about it if Prince Charming shows up.”
Raquel laughed. “I think it’s safe to say the man’s a myth.”
I was only half paying attention because Gwen’s green metamorphosis came to mind, and I got an uncomfortable feeling about Felicity’s avian magnetism. A few days ago, Felicity had purchased my Sea Buckthorn Serum for her face. 
Recently, Quinn Delaney, a friend of mine from Bookend Bay, had helped solve a murder that was nearly pinned on our local psychic. When Quinn was in Whalesback, I’d made her an herbal cooling mist for her hot flashes. Odd things started happening to her when she used the mist, but it was too far-fetched to think my mist caused those oddities. How could that be? I’d used the mist and nothing peculiar had happened to me.   
“When did this start?” I asked.
“Let me sit down and think,” said Felicity, heading for a table by the window. When a fluttering flock of chickadees landed in a tree out front, she changed course and took a table closer to the kitchen. 
Raquel and I followed. 
You’d never know Felicity worked with paint and electric sanders most of the day, since she dressed impeccably whenever she left her workshop. She hung her Burberry purse on the back of the wooden chair. 
“You know what?” she said. “Now that I think about it, the first time it happened was after I left here on Monday. I’d been to Cubbitt’s and had a two-pound bag of sunflower seeds in my tote. I thought the birds must have smelled the seeds. But it doesn’t explain why it happened again. Maybe it’s something in the air that’s blown in over the sea? It’s been windy as all get out this week.”
“Maybe,” I said, really wanting to believe that, but why would something carried by the wind affect only Felicity? 
Could it be the serum I’d made for her? I mentally listed the ingredients. I’d never heard of any of these things appealing to birds.
When she’d purchased the serum, we’d talked about a new puppy she was going to adopt. As we cooed over the Golden Retriever photos, an image popped into my head. Actually, it was more than an image. It was like a scene from a movie that had played out in my mind’s eye. 
I’d seen a younger, twenty-something Felicity who’d accidentally lost her parakeet out of an open door. She’d been frantic. Devastated. The pet meant everything to her. 
As I’d put together the serum for her, I’d thought about how nice it would have been if the bird had returned home.
But that vision, or whatever my thoughts had been at the time I made the serum, couldn’t possibly have created some kind of mind-meld with birds. I’d heard about the law of attraction and I knew about the power of positive thinking, but this was . . . unthinkable.
So why did I feel like a wire brush just ran over my nerves?
Because the vision I’d seen of Felicity wasn’t my first. I’d been having these random psychic episodes since I’d turned fifty. Before I’d sold Gwen the salve, I’d experienced a vision of her in a jealous rant against her brother, spitefully thinking, Why did he get to have all the fun while I worked my butt off? 
Her envy was toxic—that’s what I’d been thinking before she’d turned green. But that couldn’t possibly have affected the salve I’d made. I wasn’t Harry Potter. There was no way my products could cause such bizarre reactions.
Someone cleared their throat, bringing me out of my panicked thoughts.
I turned to see a woman at the next table lower a Grazia magazine. “When I was in the Galapagos with Isaac Offenheimer—he’s a world-renowned ornithologist, in case you didn’t know—he said it’s possible that birds choose their mates based on smell.” She tilted her gorgeous head, bringing a ray of sunlight onto her shining, rich mahogany hair, and smiled with bold, Valentino-red lips. “It could be your perfume or shampoo.”
“I guess that’s possible, although it’s never happened to me before, and I haven’t changed shampoo,” Felicity said. 
“I always thought birds attracted mates with their songs and by fluffing their plumage,” Raquel said.
The woman nodded. “Indeed, that’s true, but smell plays more of a role than previously thought.” She leaned back and crossed her legs, showing off her four-inch leopard-print heels. She could be on a runway in Milan with her butterscotch-colored leather pants and glitzy bolo jacket. “Remember the study by that darling Swiss zoologist? I always forget his name. The one with the sweaty T-shirts? Not the man—it wasn’t his sweat.” She looked at each of us.
We all shook our heads. Was this woman a friend of Felicity’s?
“Claus Wedekind!” she said, looking delighted with herself. “If I remember correctly, I dated his nephew, or perhaps a neighbor of his. Anyway, it went like this: when Claus asked women to smell the sweaty T-shirts of random men, the gals were most attracted to men with dissimilar genetic makeup. And that’s a good thing, you know. For the health of any species, the more diverse the genetics, the better off the offspring will be.” When she said this, her gaze fell on me and held. I got the feeling she wasn’t talking about birds anymore. 
Who was she?
“Well, if those birds think I’m going to mother their offspring, they’ve got another tweet coming,” Felicity said. 
We all laughed.
“So, what’s your story?” Raquel asked the woman. This was something she often asked people who were obviously new in town.
“Oh, dear. I should introduce myself,” she said, standing. “I’m Fiona Cross.” She tilted her head and smiled at me. “Adelaide’s aunt.”
Fiona Cross? 
I stared at her, dumbfounded, as I slowly made the connections. But how could she be Fiona Cross? She looked young enough to be my sister—my younger sister—certainly not my mother’s sibling. She must have had plastic surgery.
Fiona obviously knew who I was. Had she learned about me from my mother? Did she know my mother’s whereabouts?
It was rare that I thought about the woman who gave birth to me as mom. Three years after she abandoned us, my dad remarried a lovely Finnish woman, Marjatta, whom I always thought of as mom. She and my dad could not have children, so our family never expanded beyond my older brother and me. For most of my life, I’d felt like an only child. My brother Nathan, thirteen years my senior, left home when he was eighteen and distanced himself from us. My heart was heavy for a moment. Nathan and I had hardly spoken in over thirty years. 
“Welcome to Whalesback!” Raquel said, then turned to me, smiling. “I don’t remember you mentioning an Aunt Fiona.”
“That’s because I didn’t know I had an Aunt Fiona,” I said awkwardly. Was I supposed to hug her? “It’s nice to meet you.”
“So formal. Do come here, Addie,” Fiona said, opening her arms. I didn’t like her calling me Addie. Using my nickname seemed too familiar for having just met. She embraced me with exuberance, and I inhaled the smell of expensive perfume. An uncomfortable feeling came over me that I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Was it Fiona herself making me uncomfortable, or was it because I’d been taught to distrust my mother’s side of the family? After she’d left, my father moved us to Whalesback for a fresh start—away from those people. He never spoke of my mother or any of the Cross family, so I rarely thought about grandparents, aunts, uncles, or cousins. It was like a chainsaw severed away that whole side of the family tree. 
I stepped back, staring at Fiona, looking for resemblances. She had my hair color, at least before my hair had turned silver. She also had my high cheekbones and pale skin. When she smiled, her left cheek dimpled, and she had a mole over her lip like Marilyn Monroe. 
“Are you a maternal aunt?” Raquel asked, thankfully sensing I was too flabbergasted for small talk.
“I am. Yes. I’m Addie’s mom’s older sister.”
“Older sister!” exclaimed Felicity. “Wow. You don’t look a day over forty. Addie, it looks like you hit the jackpot with those genetics.”
Or, as I’d just thought, she had an incredible plastic surgeon. As my mother’s older sister, Fiona would have to be in her mid-to-late seventies. A couple decades older than me. My mother had left a lifetime ago. After all these years, what was Fiona doing here now? And how did she know to find me here?
“I gotta get back to work,” Raquel said. “And you two have some catching up to do.”
“We do, indeed,” said Fiona, resting her manicured hands on shapely hips. With a classic hourglass figure, her mole wasn’t the only thing resembling Marilyn Monroe. “We can get acquainted while Addie shows me around town.”
“You should take Fiona to the point,” Felicity said, glancing at Fiona’s shoes. “It’s paved and not far. We’re on Heron Point Road now, named for the finger of land that points to Whalesback Rock—it looks just like the back of a whale. You’ll see. And there’s a beautiful marsh on the north side of the point. We get a lot of herons there. That’s where the point got its name.” 
“Isn’t that a lovely bit of town history,” said Fiona, lifting a paisley tote off the floor. Something inside clinked. “What do you say, Adelaide?”
“Sure. I can do that,” I answered cautiously. “I’ll just put a few things away and grab my purse.”
Raquel gave me a wide-eyed look. With everything that had happened yesterday, I’d forgotten to tell her about the note Fiona left in my boat. Even without that fact, Raquel would be eager to hear the details of my conversation with my long-lost auntie.
Outside, Fiona and I walked toward the point. This unexpected visit didn’t have the feel of a warm family union that it might have if she’d made an appearance, even once, in the past forty years. I didn’t trust Fiona Cross, if that’s who she really was. She’d snuck onto my boat and left a clandestine note. Between that and Gwen’s note, the two women had sullied the charm of handwritten missives. “How did you know I had a boat here in Whalesback?”
“Oh, good. You got my note. I meant what I said. I’m here to help.”
“Help with what?” I asked, noticing she’d not answered my question.
“Good morning,” said a couple of townsfolk as we passed. The locals greeted everyone with salutations. It made me smile as I wished them a good day. 
“We shouldn’t talk about that in public,” Fiona said, after the people passed. “Let’s retire to your boat. After all these years, our meeting calls for a toast, don’t you agree? I’d like us to get to know each other. Wouldn’t you?”
She wasn’t wrong. I did want to know more about her and what she knew about my mother, but I wasn’t much of a drinker. My body didn’t process alcohol like it used to. Yet, after yesterday, and now this, a drink sounded like a good idea. “Yes, I would, but I don’t have champagne. Best I can offer is wine.”
“My drink is a martini.” She patted her bag. 
“Are you staying in town?” I asked, suddenly thankful I was living on a boat and didn’t have room for guests. 
“Yes. I’ve already checked into that quaint wee inn by the sailing club,” she said, looking me up and down. “This is going to take some time. So, why don’t you start at the beginning? Tell me all about yourself.” 




Chapter 6
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Settled on my boat, it didn’t take long to recount the significant milestones and accomplishments in my life. No wonder I’d kept the sailboat. It really was time for an adventure. Twenty-seven years ago, when I’d moved to Chicago, I’d worked in social services, then I opened a psychotherapy practice. I’d been married once when I was too young to know myself, let alone what I needed in a partner. Presently, I was in good financial shape because I’d saved every penny for an early retirement. At any rate, I hurried through my life story, giving her the details she asked for, but now it was my turn. “As you can tell, I’ve lived a mundane life; happy, secure, but nothing special.” 
Fiona sipped her martini from my plastic wine glass and laughed. “That, dear Adelaide, is going to change. I have a feeling you are as exceptional as they come.”
“Nice of you to say. How do you know my life is going to change?”
“Well, isn’t that obvious?” she said, getting up to mix herself another drink. “Because I’m here now.” She picked up the gin bottle and waggled it at me. “Sure I can’t make you one?”
“No thanks. I’ll stick to wine.” I wasn’t planning on drinking much. Fatigue was making my bones feel heavy, and I didn’t want alcohol interfering with my circadian rhythm. I’d had enough trouble sleeping last night. “Can you tell me about my mother?” 
“I can,” she said, pouring gin. “What do you know about her?”
“Very little. She left when I was two years old. Her leaving like that devastated my older brother, Nathan. To him, she was everything good, and as I got older, it seemed he blamed me for her leaving. He said she hadn’t wanted another baby—meaning me—that he was enough. My father made it clear her departure had nothing to do with us. Otherwise, he refused to talk about her. It was like she ceased to exist. She’d hurt him terribly by abandoning us, and he couldn’t forgive that.” He’d been the kind of man who didn’t budge once he’d taken a stand, and I didn’t want to hurt him or our relationship by pressuring him for information about my mother. When I’d tried, he’d clammed up. Maybe I should have pushed harder or done my own investigating, but that had seemed disrespectful to him. Besides, there was no changing the past.
Fiona had not dropped her gaze from me as I’d talked. “Forgiveness is hard,” she said. “It was true your mom didn’t plan to have more children. She was already in her forties when you came along, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t love you like crazy. How did you feel about your mother?”
“That would have depended on the decade. Guilty, then resentful, then compassionate. Getting older has given me a broader perspective. I’d like to believe that whatever situation she was facing meant she thought we were better off without her and leaving us was the hardest thing she ever did. If that’s true, she deserves compassion.”
Fiona nodded, dropped two olives into her drink, stirred, and watched the olives go around.
“How do you feel about my mother?” I asked.
She ran her tongue over her teeth and appeared to contemplate that for a long moment. “There were problems,” she finally said, returning to her seat across from me at the other end of the table. “Joyce was a paranoid person. She thought someone was trying to hurt her, and she was afraid for you, too. I saw no evidence she was in danger and tried to reason with her.” Fiona shook her head, showing how she’d felt defeated, I supposed.
“She left us because she thought someone was going to hurt us otherwise?” I asked.
Fiona nodded. “Our family has an unusual history.”
“You mean of mental illness?”
She took a good slug of her drink. If I drank like that, I’d be on the floor. “Well, she may have had some postpartum depression after you were born, but that wasn’t the entire story. If your mother had stuck around, you would have learned that Cross women go through changes at fifty, and I’m not talking about menopause. Have you noticed anything unusual in your life lately?”
Like my hair turning silver overnight, a customer turning green, another becoming a bird magnet? I couldn’t imagine she meant things like that. 
“Well, yes, someone murdered a customer of mine shortly after she complained about an odd reaction to one of my body care products.”
“Murdered? In Whalesback?” Fiona raised an elegant eyebrow. “What kind of odd reaction?”
I pictured Gwen yanking up her shirt sleeve to bare her lizard-colored-skin. Rest in peace, Gwen. “It was unfounded. She said my all-natural salve turned her skin green.”
Fiona tapped her finger against her plump lips. “Interesting. How long has your hair been silver?” 
I guess that qualified as unusual. “It turned silver overnight on my fiftieth birthday.”
She nodded, knowingly. “I’d guess if you’ve been having menopausal symptoms, you’re not having them any longer.”
“I was having daily hot flashes and sleep disruptions back in Chicago, but nothing since I moved here. It’s the ocean air, and the fact I’m no longer working twelve-hour days.” 
“It’s not the ocean air,” she said, dryly. “Sudden silver hair is a classic sign you’re one of us.”
One of us? Her hair wasn’t silver.
“Captain Adelaide!” came a voice from outside. 
“Excuse me,” I said to Fiona, then wiggled out from behind the table. I climbed the stairs to see Garnet standing on the dock. Fit as a man half his seventy-something years, Garnet had retired from teaching to work harder looking after the club, yard, and boats. I figured it was a labor of love.
“Hey, Garnet. What can I do for you?”
He swallowed, looking uncomfortable. “Hey, Addie. The sheriff wants to speak to you.”
That’s when I noticed Sheriff Blythe standing on the main dock. When we made eye contact, he sauntered down the finger dock as I stepped into the cockpit. 
“Permission to come on board and ask a few questions?” he said.
My nerves kicked up a notch. Not because I’d done anything wrong. It was a reaction I experienced whenever I got stopped by the police. While those incidences were rare, feeling nervous then made me worry I looked guilty of something. Anything. Did the law know I’d been late returning my library books?
“That’s my cue to leave,” Fiona said behind me, bottles clinking. Within seconds, she was squeezing by me to step onto the dock. “I’ll be in touch, Adelaide.” Her large tote swung from her shoulder, nearly whacking Garnet who’d reached for her hand to steady her. How many martinis had she had? I studied her, thankful she didn’t appear to be intoxicated.
“I hope so,” I said, wanting to know what she’d meant by one of us.
Her gaze swept the sheriff from the top of his hat to his boots. She smiled, popping her cheeks, and winked.
He raised a brow and watched as Garnet followed Fiona. When the clatter of her stilettos faded, Sheriff Blythe turned to me. “Can we talk here?” he said, gesturing to the cockpit seats.
“Sure. Have a seat. What’s this about?”
When he rubbed his bearded chin, I noticed the bulk of his biceps. Broad-shouldered, muscled men looked powerful. Intimidating. “I understand you had an argument with Gwen Cubbitt a few hours before she was killed. You didn’t report it in your statement. You’d think as a cop’s daughter, you’d know better. Do you want to tell me about the altercation?”
Colby must have mentioned it. Thanks, Colby. “I wasn’t trying to hide anything,” I said, hearing the defensiveness in my tone. “Finding Gwen like that nearly made me forget my name, let alone what had happened hours before.” 
Be calm. Don’t show your emotions. I had indeed learned a few things from my father.
My throat was dry. I swallowed. “I didn’t think of it as an argument. This is what happened. I was in Pages, reading. Gwen dropped a note on my book, then she ran off. The note said, ‘Help me.’” I told him the rest of the story.
“I heard the argument was heated. Did she threaten to destroy your business?”
Thanks again, Colby. “She was the one who was heated, not me. She said she was going to file a complaint, but she didn’t say with who. I didn’t think there was any substance in that threat because I—I mean my product—did not turn her green. If she had an allergic reaction, that’s not the fault of the product. I list all the ingredients on the label. It’s all natural. You can eat that salve, although I wouldn’t eat it. It wouldn’t taste good, but you could eat it. It wouldn’t hurt you.” I sounded like a runaway train. Dad had said people should say as little as possible when interrogated, so I snapped my mouth closed before I made things worse.
Sheriff Blyth’s mouth twitched. “I’m not here to question your products, Ms. Keane. I want to know if you felt threatened by Gwen Cubbitt.”
I shook my head. “No. I didn’t. I wasn’t worried about it.”
“Yet you went to her market at closing time to confront her?”
“No! It had nothing to do with confronting. I wasn’t angry. I was trying to return her cat.”
The cat! Where was the cat? I’d been so distracted by Fiona that I’d forgotten all about Sundance. I knew he wasn’t on board, so I scanned the docks behind the sheriff.
“Where’s this cat now?”
“He was here when I left. I didn’t close the hatch tight because I didn’t want him to feel trapped.”
“Mmhmm,” he said, skepticism dripping off his tongue as he made a note.
“I have tins of cat food in the cabin if you’d like to see them.”
“That’s unnecessary.” He looked at me. I could feel him assessing. “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?”
I wracked my brain for something to prove my innocence but came up empty. I was too rattled to think clearly. “No. If I do think of something helpful, I’ll march straight to your office and let you know.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your cooperation,” he said, making me feel a fraction better for being cooperative. As if I’d be anything else. “Is this your official address?”
“Yes,” I said, then added. “I changed my driver’s license. It’s all official.” See, I’m not the kind of person who breaks any letter of the law.
“I’d like you to stick around until the investigation is complete,” he said, standing.
For a moment, I wished he meant that personally, which was a sign my judgment was off. This man was not dating material, not my friend. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“That’s all for now,” he said. “Have a good evening.”
Yeah, right. He’d pretty much quashed all hopes of a good evening. All I wanted to do was go to bed. “You, too.”
I stepped down into the cabin and saw Fiona hadn’t taken her liquor bottles as I’d thought. That was a good sign, I guessed. It could mean she planned to return. At least I hoped so. For forty-eight years, I’d known nothing about my mother. In fifteen minutes with Fiona, I’d learned my mom struggled with depression and feelings of paranoia. About what? I wanted to know more.
I grabbed a yogurt from the fridge and was halfway through it when I heard something tumble down the stairs. A pocketknife slid along the floor into the salon. I looked up to see Sundance at the top of the companionway, looking down at me, maybe even looking pleased with himself.
“Is this supposed to make up for your horrible timing?” I picked up the knife.
“Meow,” he answered and sauntered down to his food bowl.
I shook my head. “By the way, what I don’t need at the moment is a cat burglar.” And I hoped I wouldn’t need a knife anytime soon.




Chapter 7
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I woke the next morning feeling well-rested. There’d been no wind last night, so I’d not been kept awake by thwacks, squeaks, and rattles. After a good stretch, I felt rejuvenated, at least for the ten seconds before I remembered I might be a suspect in a murder case. My stomach turned over. 
I had to get on top of this. Somehow. 
As I got out of bed, Sundance gave a sharp mewl to let me know I’d disturbed him. He lifted his head, yellow eyes alert, mouth yawning wide enough to show his pointed teeth, then he returned to his slumber.
Maybe I was over-reacting. Not to the cat’s annoyance, but to being a murder suspect. Surely there were other people with stronger motives than mine. I hardly knew Gwen. So what if she accused me of turning her green? Why would the sheriff think I’d murder someone over such nonsense?
Then again, maybe he didn’t think it was nonsense. Maybe he was seriously considering Gwen’s accusations against me could have ruined my small business before it got off the ground. And that was reason enough for murder.
I shivered against a sudden chill as I absently stuffed my feet into slippers and pulled on a sweater. 
So, how could I prove my innocence? As much as I couldn’t fathom actually being arrested for Gwen’s murder, I needed to know the sheriff had more credible suspects to consider. And there was another reason I wanted out from under the sheriff’s suspicion.
This reason had to do with something Raquel once brought to my attention: Addie, you can’t stand the thought of anyone being upset with you or thinking you’re not a good person. She didn’t care what others thought about her, but I wasn’t Raquel. And even though I had a good idea where these limiting beliefs about myself originated, it was baggage I didn’t have the energy for at the moment. 
With the way news spread, what if everyone in town was already judging me? What if they knew Gwen and I had argued before I found her dead? What if people started questioning my character? Many of the locals probably saw me as an outsider even though I’d grown up in Whalesback. They might think I’d left them for the big city because life in this small town wasn’t good enough for me.
My chest tightened with anxiety.
Even worse, I knew the sheriff was sizing me up. He didn’t come across as lazy or careless. He’d do his job, but that didn’t make me feel better since his job was to scrutinize me. Raquel was right. I hated being looked at with suspicion, as if I was capable of such a horrendous act. I had to do something about it.
My muscles felt twitchy. The best way for me to ease my stress was to gather information. I needed to feel in control, on top of things. This had always been the best way for me to manage stress.
So, step one, come up with a more promising suspect for Sheriff Blythe. Surely, many people had had run-ins with Gwen. She wasn’t exactly easy to get along with so there were probably many people, but who wanted her dead?
Who benefited from her death? Was her murder personal or business related? These were questions I might find answers to at Cubbitt’s Market. I also wanted to talk to Colby. Since he’d mentioned my name to the sheriff, I didn’t want Colby thinking I could have killed Gwen. And even worse, I didn’t want him sharing that assessment with anyone else. I needed to reassure him I wasn’t a murderer.
My phone pinged. I looked to see a text from Raquel. Call me with deets on Fiona.
I smiled. She’d be wanting to know all about my long-lost aunt. Fiona certainly was interesting. I’d call Raquel on my way to the market.
The knife my cat burglar brought home sat on the table. It could belong to anyone at the club since every sailor had knives like these. I’d learned it was important to always have a knife nearby. You never knew when you might need to cut a line in an emergency. I’d better leave this one at the clubhouse with a lost-and-found note.
After getting dressed, I dropped off the knife at the clubhouse and had a conversation with Garnet about engine oil. Apparently, Nessie’s might need to be changed. After adding that to my to-do list, I headed over to Cubbitt’s, hoping the market wasn’t closed due to Gwen’s death because I also needed to stock up on groceries. 
I took the long way to the market, so I had time to talk to Raquel. By the time I’d brought her up to date, I was standing in front of Cubbitt’s.
To finish my conversation, I moved to the side and waved at Sita, who was going into the Knotty Shop across the street. 
“I gotta admit, I never pictured your mother looking like Fiona,” Raquel said. “She’s...uh...”
I thought I knew what Raquel was getting at. “Glamorous? Upscale? Hoity toity?”
“Yeah, that. She looks like she belongs on the Champs-Élysées.”
Maybe that was why I hadn’t warmed to my aunt. I’d never pictured my mother looking like Fiona, either. “I definitely want to know more about my mother and the changes the Cross women experience at menopause,” I said. “It’s important to have our medical history.”
“For sure,” Raquel said. “I think it’s great she found you. Keep me posted, okay? I gotta get back to work.” We said goodbye and disconnected.
I turned back to Cubbitt’s, pleased to see an open sign hanging in the window. Considering it was the only place to buy groceries for miles, they must have opened out of consideration for their customers.
As I grabbed a shopping cart, I shivered, and not because of the air conditioning. Because of the fruit. Hopefully, I wouldn’t always associate apples with murder. I couldn’t avoid the produce section for the rest of my life, but I did skirt the apples for now.
Think happy thoughts! It was nice to see local heirloom tomatoes, and even though the price of them made me shudder, I grabbed a basket. 
Colby was stocking a shelf with balsamic vinegar when I found him. “Good morning, Colby.” I parked my cart off to the side to keep the aisle clear.
When he turned and saw me, his pleasant expression dissolved. “Oh, hi, Adelaide.” If that changed expression was anything to go by, Colby had already convinced himself I was involved in Gwen’s death. I had my work cut out for me if I was to convince him both that I was innocent and that I was a decent person.” 
Might as well get right to the point. “Sheriff Blythe paid me a visit yesterday. He wanted to talk about the misunderstanding Gwen and I had at Down to Earth the other day—when you were in.”
He lifted his chin. Stood tall. “I had to tell the sheriff about that. He asked me if I knew of anyone who’d disagreed with Gwen or had a reason to be angry at her. If I didn’t say something, he could arrest me for obstructing justice.”
I didn’t quite see that happening, but he certainly had to tell the truth. “I understand, Colby. I’m not upset you told the sheriff what you heard, but I hope you don’t think I was angry at Gwen for complaining about my products. Her accusations bothered me, but people have a right to complain. I didn’t hold it against her.”
He relaxed a bit and looked up and down the aisle. We were alone. “I didn’t think you killed her, and I said that to the sheriff,” he said.
I let out a breath of relief. “Thank you, Colby. I appreciate that. When the sheriff asked you about people who might have been angry with Gwen, was there anyone else who came to mind? Someone who may have been angry enough to kill her?”
He scratched his neck. “Yes, there was. Her nephew, Tobias. I told the sheriff about him, too. Everyone thought she was training him for the store manager position, so she could retire because she never seemed happy here. At least, that’s what everyone was hoping. But then, out of nowhere, she hired a woman from Idaho to be the manager. Tobias was furious. Izzy and I heard their argument. Tobias threatened to quit, and Gwen said go ahead. So, he did.”
That was interesting and could have made Tobias angry enough to seek revenge. “My understanding is that Cubbitt’s was founded by Gwen’s grandfather, so it’s a family business. Did Gwen have kids? Or siblings? Was her nephew a Cubbitt? Did Tobias’s parent own a share of the market? Do you know if her nephew inherits a share of the store upon her death?”
“That’s a lot of questions.” He looked up at the ceiling as if mentally checking my questions off a list. “Uh . . . she didn’t have any kids. Just a brother who is Tobias’s dad—there’s a family photo of the Cubbitts over by the office so you can take a look. Maybe her nephew might inherit something, I don’t know. He called me last night to say the store would be open today for the sake of older adults who gotta get their food here. He also remembered it was payday today and said we’d all get our checks. Our jobs are safe, and it’ll be business as usual. So, yeah.” Colby shrugged. “He’s talking as if he’s in charge now.”
“Okay, thank you. Was there anyone else who may have . . .” I trailed off, not wanting to say the words out loud.
“You knew Gwen. You know what she was like—hypercritical and mean. No one here liked her, but it’s not as if there are a whole lot of work opportunities in Whalesback, so we’re stuck.”
“Sounds like she rubbed many people the wrong way.” So, there could be more suspects on the sheriff’s radar.
“That’s a fair assessment,” Colby said. 
That made me feel better. Sorry, Gwen. 
Colby’s gaze focused on something at the end of the aisle. His demeanor changed, and his eyes softened like a lovesick puppy dog’s. I followed his gaze to see the object of his adoration was Izzy. She’d been in the market when Gwen was killed. She didn’t look like she was working, though. Her long, dark hair hung in waves almost to her waist. What a pretty young woman she was. No wonder Colby had fallen for her. 
“Ah, it’s like that, is it?” I said to Colby.
“Hmm?” His face flushed. He looked like he’d forgotten I was there. “Mmmm, yeah. What a woman.”
I smiled at that. “I’ll let you get back to work. Thanks, Colby.” 
As I finished shopping, I thought about how when I’d first met Colby he’d been shy and awkward. Now he seemed more confident. It was nice to see him looking me in the eye. I hoped he’d get up the courage to ask Izzy on a date.
After I paid for my groceries, I saw Izzy again as I was leaving the store. She looked over and gave me a weak smile. Thankfully. She must not think I’d skewered her boss in the apple section.
“How are you doing?” I asked. 
She shrugged. “I’m okay, I guess. How are you?”
I may have nightmares for the rest of my life, but I didn’t say that. “I’m okay, too. You’re taking a few days off, I hope.”
“Yes. That’s what Mr. Cubbitt said to do. I just came in to take back my resignation. I was going to quit, but now that . . . Uh, I’m not quitting anymore. Mr. Cubbitt said our work conditions will get better now that he’s in charge.”
Ah, because Gwen was no longer abusing her staff. “I’m glad to hear things will improve.”
“Me, too. Quitting my job was going to mess up my plans. I’m saving to pay for college in the new year. I couldn’t afford to start this semester, but I’ll have enough to go in January.”
“That’s great to hear. Good for you and good luck, although I’m sure I’ll see you before then.”
“Yep. See ya around.”
Outside the exit, I nearly bumped into a man who seemed to appear out of nowhere. I’d only looked away for a second, then nearly smashed into his chest. I looked up to see James Bond. Well, not really, but he was wearing a suit and had the chiseled, remarkable attractiveness of every Hollywood star who’d ever played the spy. 
“Oops, sorry,” I said. 
He nodded and side-stepped. Didn’t say a word. Okay, a Bond look-alike who lacked charm. 
As I shifted my grocery bags to distribute their weight, I wondered if I should add Izzy to my list of suspects. Not that she looked like a murderer, but Gwen’s death removed a major obstacle from Izzy’s school plans. And while Tobias Cubbitt came off like a decent man, who knew how angry he’d been when Gwen passed him over for a position he appeared to have stepped into now? 
This had been a productive grocery trip indeed. I had a full plate, since this wasn’t the only mystery I wanted to solve.
Next, I wanted to find my Aunt Fiona, and figure out why it seemed like I needed to read between the lines if I wanted the truth from her.




Chapter 8
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As it turned out, Fiona wasn’t hard to find. When I got back to the boat, she was chatting with Garnet, who stood on the dock, sucking in his potbelly, smoothing his wayward hair, and throwing back his shoulders. It was sweet, but I didn’t think he stood a chance with Fiona. 
“I rigged my boat to sail solo,” he was saying as I approached. “Did the Great Loop ten years in a row after my marriage ended. Best years I ever had. My ex never enjoyed cruising. Weather scared her. Not everyone’s cut out to be a sailor.”
Fiona tilted her head in a way that looked practiced and flirtatious. She wore a low-cut blue and white striped sundress that fit snugly to her curves, a white crocheted bucket hat, and navy Dolce & Gabanna sunglasses with gold trim. Once again, dressed to the nines. “If you ever need a first mate, you keep me in martinis, and I’m your gal.”
He smiled and nodded to me. “Hey there, Addie. Your aunt and I are getting acquainted, but I’ll leave you to it. Gotta bilge pump to replace. You let me know when you want that engine oil changed.”
“Actually, Garnet, if you can recommend a good YouTube video, I’d like to tackle it myself.” I had to learn about the engine if I was going to feel safe out on the water.
“Okay then. I’ll send you something. Nice to meet you, Fiona. You two have a nice day.”
“Pleasure’s all mine, Captain,” Fiona said smoothly, then turned to me. “I hope that hot sheriff came to see you for a social call yesterday.”
I kept walking along the dock toward Nessie. “Not even remotely. He heard that the murder victim and I had an argument hours before I found her dead body.”
“Good gracious! We better get to work, cupcake, before you end up in the hoosegow.”
I gave her a look and handed her a grocery bag, so I had a free hand to support myself while I stepped on board. “Thanks, but since we’ve only known each other for five minutes, I’ll handle this myself.” I took the groceries from Fiona.
Her long leg, in heels, no less, stepped gracefully onto the deck, followed by the rest of her. Impressive.
“Would you like a coffee?” I asked. 
“I’m one step ahead of you,” she said.
That’s when I noticed two takeout coffees from Down to Earth on the table. “I see that. Thank you.” I looked around for Sundance, but the cat must have been out carousing. Hopefully not picking pockets, though. Raquel had given the photo I’d taken of him to her son to post on social media. She’d then gone a step further and posted lost cat signs around the neighborhood. 
“Let’s sit here in the cockpit,” Fiona said. “It’s a lovely day and your bimini will give us all the shade we need.”
“You sound like you know boats.”
She chuckled, placed her Gucci handbag on the seat, and sat down. “Darling, I have friends with yachts in Monaco, Bermuda, Buenos Aires, and I especially love to sail. Unlike Garnet’s ex, I’m not afraid of the weather. But I didn’t come all this way to talk about cumulonimbus. I’m here to help you with the transition.” As she picked up her coffee, I tried to figure out what she could possibly mean. 
“What transition?”
“Let me make this clear.” She waggled her finger at me. “I’m going to tell you things, and you’re going to deny, deny, deny. That’s as natural as a tsunami after a tectonic plate shift. But time will prove me right. Just keep in mind, you’re not alone in this, cupcake. Hold on to that.” She said this matter-of-factly and shot me a no-nonsense smile. 
“I’m a fifty-year-old woman. I’m not a cupcake,” I grumbled as I grabbed my coffee. After that preamble, there was nothing for me to say. She’d lost me and she knew it.
She slipped off her shoes and tucked her feet up under her. “I used to call you cupcake when you were a wee baby.”
Oh. That changed things. Picturing Fiona holding me in her arms gave the moniker an endearing feeling instead of a demeaning one. I couldn’t linger in that image, though, since we had much to talk about.
“This is an unusual circumstance, Adelaide. The Cross women have always learned about their special heritage from each other, long before reaching your age, but you were cut off from our side of family. Your mother wanted it this way, so I respected that, but I never thought it was fair to you. I plan to remedy that.”
Still lost. “Why did my mother want it that way?”
“Because she thought someone would try to take advantage of who you are or try to hurt you.”
Fiona sounded like an urban fantasy novel. But I wasn’t going to stop her. I hadn’t been this entertained since Helena had pushed her head into the hole in a Little Bo Peep photo board and gotten stuck. “Really. So, who am I?”
Her lips, painted salmon pink today, curled into a smile. She leaned forward. “You are a witch. At least I believe so.” 
I snorted coffee out of my nose. Ouch, that hurt. She handed me a tissue. 
There’d been times in my life when I’d felt misunderstood, like I didn’t fit in with people around me. Fiona was taking this to a whole new level since I got the impression she meant the broomstick kind of witch, not a woman who acts like a shrew. 
“Sure, I am,” I said, when I’d recovered my words. “Am I a good witch or a wicked witch?”
“I don’t think there’s anything wicked about you, Adelaide. Is there?”
“No,” I responded quickly. Defensively. 
“I’m not sure yet what your craft is—could be healing. It would have come into effect when you turned fifty. As you said yesterday, your hair turned silver overnight, and that’s a pretty good sign. Magic has run through the Cross women for generations. I should tell you, though, that some of our ancestors, mainly Grammy Rose, believed we were cursed.”
“Great. It’s not enough that some people think I’m a murderer. I’m also a cursed witch. I can’t get a break.” While I couldn’t bring myself to take Fiona seriously, I was also experiencing a weird dissonance inside myself. Something I couldn’t quite grasp, as if my brain was telling me this was ridiculous, yet another voice deep in my subconscious was trying to offer another viewpoint. I decided to stick with my brain. It rarely led me astray. 
“No, you won’t get a break, and things will get worse if you don’t get a handle on your powers. Listen, Addie, I understand this is a shock, and you’ll need some time to absorb it all.”
“Oh, definitely.” I leaned forward to whisper. “Maybe you could show me an example of the Cross power. Can you conjure an egg salad sandwich? A storm cloud? Turn a frog into a prince?”
She flashed me a look of impatience. “No. It doesn’t work like that.”
“Darn. That’s probably because of the curse, right? Too bad. It would be nice not to have to make lunch.” 
“Just pay attention to what happens around you. Notice things that are out of the ordinary.”
Did she want me to think I was responsible for Gwen turning green and being murdered? I wasn’t going to bring that up because I had to consider Fiona’s wellbeing. It wasn’t nice to tease her. She looked serious, sober even. Fiona suggested my mother suffered from a mental illness and it appeared to run in the family. Perhaps it was best I humor her.
“Okay, I will keep my eyes open. Thank you for filling me in, Fiona.” I put my coffee down, untouched. “I’ve got a full schedule at the moment, but if you’re still around next week, let’s have lunch.”
She stood, slid her feet into her heels. “You can’t do this alone, cupcake. I’ll give you time to put two and two together. When you need me, I’ll be at the inn.”
I watched her stroll down the dock, all perfect posture and grace, catching the attention of a couple men. 
Maybe I’d been too quick to think she suffered an illness. Witches aside, she seemed like an intelligent woman in full control of her life. So, what did she want from me? Why did she want me to think I was a witch? It didn’t make sense. Unless . . .
Maybe she meant Wicca as in the pagan religion. Maybe it was important to her that as her only sister’s daughter, I followed the same path. 
No. That theory didn’t feel right. Fiona hadn’t come across as a spread-the-gospel type. 
Just pay attention to what happens around you. Notice things that are out of the ordinary.
I froze. It hadn’t been just Gwen’s skin reaction. And it wasn’t just Gwen. I’d had visions of Felicity and Quinn, too. When had those episodes happened? I thought about it. After my fiftieth birthday. And after I’d had the visions, odd things had happened to all three women.
Goosebumps rose on my arms. Didn’t they say reality was stranger than fiction?
Speaking of reality, I knew Quinn talked to ghosts. I’d seen her do it, and I knew the dead people she interacted with helped her solve murders. 
But that was different. Nearly half the American population believed in ghosts. But witches? Who believed in witches? I might as well believe in vampires, werewolves, and the tooth fairy. 
Yet it wasn’t just the odd happenings. A couple months ago, after I’d had the vision of Quinn and her brother, I’d visited a local psychic, Thalia Moon, to see if she could shed light on my experiences. What happened to Thalia was a whole other story, but she’d told me to watch out for sorcery and murder coming my way. She’d been right about murder.
Come on, though. Was I going to believe these things resulted from my witchiness? Was I going to see oddities everywhere? That’s what people did, right? As soon as you bought a red car, you saw red cars everywhere. Okay, maybe that wasn’t exactly the same thing, but it made me recall what I’d learned about belief bias. If I believed what Fiona said, then I’d start to accept things that would otherwise make no sense to me were happening because I’m a witch.
And strange things did not happen to all my customers—just two. I’d talked to at least five people, and everyone was happy with their products. No one had turned color or became a bird magnet. 
Wait a minute. 
Did all those people purchase their products before my birthday?
As I was trying to remember, a fluff ball caught my attention—Sundance beating it along the dock. Something hanging from his mouth glinted in the sun.
Great, another theft. Suddenly he froze, like cats do, and cocked his head as if a predator was nearby. 
As I followed the direction of his gaze, I noticed a sailboat in a slip on an adjacent dock. I didn’t know much about boats, but this one was eye-catching. Beautiful, gleaming teak and a pure white hull painted with teal stripes. The boat looked antique, but in pristine shape. 
A man stood on the deck at the mast, looking out over the water. As if he sensed he was being watched, he turned and looked in my direction. I recognized him from earlier when I’d nearly bumped into him at the market. The James Bond look-alike. The boat suited him. I waved, but he didn’t wave back. Maybe he wasn’t looking at me but at something behind me.
I wasn’t sure why that embarrassed me, but it did, so I leaned over to greet Sundance as he bounded onto the boat and dropped his loot at my feet.
“You’ve got to be kidding.” I picked up a chain with a fairy on the end. I recognized the bookmark. It was from Helena’s bookstore. “You’re stealing from my friend now? My reputation must be careening into the ditch by the second.” 
Sundance rubbed his cheek against my leg and looked up at me as if to say the only thing that mattered was that he was pleased with himself. I had to admire such self-confidence. 
He carried on down the stairs into the cabin toward his food, thinking ahead to his nap time. Not that I knew his thoughts. It was a guess. Because I’m not a witch.
Putting aside my thieving cat’s agenda, I considered what was next on my to-do list. 
You are a witch, at least I believe so.
No, I didn’t have time to figure out Fiona’s objective or mental health. An officer of the law might have me in his sights for Gwen’s murder. Clearing my name had to be my priority. The only thing I could do to feel safe was find the actual murderer, so I needed to learn more about her brother and nephew.
Helena knew everyone. Since I had to return her bookmark, I could start by asking her about the Cubbitts.
As soon as I put away my groceries and grabbed something to eat, I headed over to Pages.
Bookstores were my favorite places. Situated in a nineteenth-century Victorian house, Pages invited you to linger, to sit back with a coffee, put your feet up, and luxuriate in sampling as many pages as you had time to read.
If Helena hadn’t inherited this bookstore, she would certainly have owned a flower shop. It was a toss up whether she loved books or plants more. I could relate. I’d loved my garden in Chicago and had hated to give away most of my plants when I moved. The only plant I couldn’t part with was a fifty-year-old jade—a gift to me at birth from my Grammy Rose. I’d left it at Raquel’s place until I got settled.
Today, Helena’s bookstore looked especially green. She must have added to her potted plant collection. I found her in the cookbook section dusting the shelves.
“Good morning,” I said, then stopped short. “Am I imagining things, or has that pothos plant behind you grown like crazy?” The plant trailed along the entire top shelf from one end to the other and disappeared around the corner.
“You’re not imagining it. That fertilizer you gave me is insane. I only used it once and look what happened. Every one of my plants tripled in size overnight. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m going to need to water down that stuff or there will be no room left for books.”
“That can’t be just my fertilizer.” I’d made the concoction especially for Helena when she’d been concerned about the chemicals in commercial fertilizers.
“Yes, it can. What else could it be? Take credit for it and add it to your BE line. I’ll even give you before and after photos.”
“I’ll have to sell it with a warning that the purchaser may have to buy a bigger house after using.”
My attempt at humor didn’t feel all that funny even though Helena laughed. Plants growing to monstrous sizes overnight made me antsy. This was another unusual reaction to one of my products. You witch! No!
“Does this belong to you?” I asked, dangling the bookmark.
When she took it from me, a gold bracelet slid down her wrist. A new bracelet. At least I figured it was new. Helena was a self-confessed spendthrift who never wore the same thing twice. The thick bangle looked expensive.
She held up the bookmark. “Yes, it does. How did you get it?”
“I didn’t tell you I inherited a cat, at least until I find its owner. I’m afraid he’s a bit of a cat burglar.”
“Ginger colored?”
“That’s the one.”
“Ah. He was here this morning. I figured he came to see Trixie.”
I smiled at the way she made him sound like a person. Helena’s cat, Trixie, often slumbered on a bookshelf. She’d startled me more than once when I reached for a book and saw two green eyes peering out at me.
Helena dangled her feather-duster from her fingers. “So, how are you doing, Addie?”
Fine, until I saw your plants. “I—I’m good. How are you?”
“I’m okay, but I didn’t find a dead body.”
“Oh, that. Yeah. It was shocking, but I’m okay. I feel bad for Gwen, of course.”
“Of course. I’d make a joke about Gwen’s ‘help me’ note, but I’ll give that a pass, considering.”
I listened with half an ear, my mind still obsessed with the interior of the store. How could her plants grow so much overnight? Last week, Helena had been grumbling about misplacing her step stool and not being able to reach the top shelf. She’d joked about having a height deficiency and how there was little support out there for short people. If she could only grow three more inches, she’d be happy.
But no. Just because I’d been thinking about Helena growing beyond average height when I threw together that plant food, it couldn’t have anything to do with these botanical growth spurts. That was impossible.
What if I’d made a body lotion for Helena instead and she’d grown three times her height?
She cleared her throat. “Addie? Are you sure you’re okay?”
Snap out of this crazy train of thought! “Yes. Yes, I’m fine. Hey, do you know Gwen Cubbitt’s brother and nephew?”
“Harvey and Tobias? Not well, but Harvey seems like a nice enough guy, nothing like his sister. Gee, I remember when old man Cubbitt was on his deathbed, Harvey said he’d take over the market, but after his dad died, Harvey wanted nothing to do with it. Running the family business wasn’t for him. That’s how Gwen ended up with the market.”
“Not everyone wants to take over their family’s business.”
“That’s true. I remember his marriage broke up, maybe twenty years ago, maybe more. Tobias was probably in his teens. After that, Harvey left Whalesback, then eventually returned years later with a new wife.”
The bells above the door jingled. A second later, a voice called out. “Helena! Where are you?”
Helena looked at me. “Sounds like Sita.” Then she called out, “Over here. Wait, I’m coming.”
We met Sita at the front of the store. A gorgeous Indian woman, Sita had what I thought of as the Asian gift of anti-aging. She had to be close to my age, but it was hard to tell by her appearance. When we’d met a couple months ago, I’d liked her right away.  
“Hello, ladies,” Sita said, rubbing her hands together as if they were cold. “Helena, I wanted to let you know I got in more of the chunky gray rose yarn you wanted.”
“Oh, good,” Helena said. “Thanks, Sita.” She belonged to Sita’s knitting club and seemed to have discovered a new passion. Helena was like that, though. She threw herself into things full throttle. It was all or nothing. “Can you put aside six skeins for me? I’ll come by at the end of the day.” She turned to me. “As soon as my granddaughter saw me knitting, she asked for a blanket for her bed.”
“A blanket?” I said. “That sounds ambitious.” 
Helena shrugged.
“Six skeins. No problem.” Sita’s gaze fell on the front window. “Wow, Helena, your palm tree is really taking over.”
“Thanks to Addie’s fertilizer,” Helena said. “The stuff is magic.”
“Not magic,” I said, firmly.
“It must be,” said Sita, although she didn’t mean it literally like I had. “I’ve never seen anything like that. I’ll take some, too, Addie.”
Discomfort filled me at the thought of selling more fertilizer. I wondered if I’d feel that way if Fiona hadn’t warned me to watch out for anything unusual. Now that she’d planted that suggestion in my head, I could see myself feeling responsible for every extraordinary event in the lives of my friends and acquaintances. 
“Addie?” Sita said, concern filling her brown eyes. Her tone suggested I’d missed something.
“Yes? Sorry, what?”
“How are you doing?”
Good question. Distracted obviously. I’d thought I was okay, but maybe finding Gwen’s body had taken more of a toll on me than I was acknowledging. Tamping down my growing unease, I forced a smile. “I’m fine, really. Thanks for asking.” 
She shook her head. “Well then, you are one tough cookie. I don’t know what I would do if I found someone dead like that. Probably scream my head off and run away. And now, we have to think about us having a murderer in Whalesback. I could hardly sleep last night.”
At least she didn’t look at me when she said murderer.
I wasn’t the only one distracted. Helena didn’t appear to have registered Sita’s concern. Instead, her gaze was on something outside. She walked over to the window. “Speaking of murderers, is that who I think it is?” 
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“What do you mean, ‘speaking of murderers’?” asked Sita, with a tremor in her voice as we joined Helena at the window. “Who are you talking about?” 
A man crossed the street, heading away from us toward Down to Earth. He would have looked sharp in his caramel fedora, but his pants were so baggy, he could have been wearing a skort. 
“Harvey Cubbitt,” Helena said. “Addie was just asking about the Cubbitt family, and I’m pretty sure that’s him. Look. He’s going into Down to Earth.”
This could be an opportunity to learn something about the Cubbitts. “I’m going to run over there. I’ll confirm with Raquel that the guy is Harvey, then I’ll see if he knows anything about Gwen’s murder.”
Sita shivered and poked Helena. “You think Harvey is the murderer?”
Helena tilted her head in thought. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it. Addie was asking about him.”
Sita bugged her eyes out at me.
“I don’t have any solid evidence against Harvey, so I can’t say one way or the other.” 
“Solid evidence?” asked Sita. “So, now you’re Columbo?”
I laughed. “I don’t want to be the only suspect in the sheriff’s crosshairs, so I’m doing a little digging.”
Sita shook her head. “This sounds very bad. I don’t think you should talk to anyone who could be a murderer.”
“Thanks for your concern, Sita,” I said. “I’ll be careful. I’m just planning to have a conversation with Harvey.”
“You won’t talk her out of it,” Helena said. “Adelaide is the kind of person who can’t help being a force for good in the world, even when she’s not a murder suspect.” Helena opened the door for me. “I’m just kidding about you being a suspect. Blythe’s not cuckoo. Let us know what you find out.”
“Thanks for the accolade, and I will.”
It was always interesting to hear what your friends thought about you. Although Helena was five years younger than me, she’d lived next door to my family, so we’d known each other all our lives. Helena knew all the dirt.
As I left the store, Sita’s comment about me being Columbo rattled me. No, I was definitely not a skilled investigator—I’d been very much following Quinn’s lead the last time I attempted this.
I thought about one year in school. Raquel and I—we’d gone to school together—had a high-strung teacher who couldn’t handle a class of chatty girls, so he spent most of the year yelling and threatening us. I’d traipsed down to the principal’s office multiple times to complain about him losing his temper, but they did nothing about it. So, intending to capture Mr. Dane at his worst, I borrowed my brother’s new video camera to get proof. Instead, I got caught and was nearly suspended. My brother wasn’t too happy with me, either.
Hopefully, I’d have better luck investigating Harvey. I followed the man into Down to Earth. As I entered the restaurant, he pulled out a chair at a table near the wall. 
Since I didn’t see Raquel, I popped my head into the kitchen. There she was hands wrist-deep in arugula.
“Has there been a rush on salad?” I asked since she usually left the food preparation for her line cooks.
“Yes, actually. People are going nuts for the Farro Salad.”
“That’s because it’s freakin’ delicious. The peaches, feta, and toasted walnuts are a delicious combination, and that dressing . . .  Anyway, can I ask you to peek into the dining room? It’ll just take a second. I want to know if Harvey Cubbitt is sitting out there.”
“Sure, no problem. I’m finished here.” Raquel put the salad in the fridge, washed her hands, and stuck her head out the kitchen door. A few seconds later, she said, “Yep. That’s Harvey. Why do you want to know?”
“I’m going to ask him if he killed his sister because she drove his son out of the family business,” I whispered. “Unless it was his son who murdered Gwen.”
She gave me a look. “You’re going to ask him that, huh?”
“Well, no, not in those exact words. I’m going to be more subtle. Use a beat-around-the-bush technique to get a feel for the Cubbitt family dynamics.” If I was lucky, I’d experience a psychic vision, giving me pertinent insight into Harvey’s life. Ha! Now, my visions are lucky? I seemed to be warming up to the metaphysical aspects of middle age.
“This ought to be interesting,” Raquel said, then stepped behind the counter to eavesdrop on my chat. 
Meanwhile, I grabbed one of my BE flyers for a conversation starter, then approached Harvey Cubbitt. He reminded me of Colonel Sanders with his white goatee. The bushy eyebrows hanging over his eyes looked like they’d been through a gale-force wind.
“Excuse me,” I said, smiling down at him as I set my flyer on the table. “I’d like to introduce myself. I’m Adelaide Keane. I just wanted to let you know about my products. If you’d like to have a look sometime, I sell them here at Down to Earth.” 
He picked up the flyer and read for a few seconds. “All natural products. I like that. I’m a natural kind of guy. Harvey Cubbitt. Pleased to meet you, Adelaide.” He set down the flyer and held out his hand, which I shook.
“Oh, dear. You’re Harvey. I should have recognized you, but I’ve lived away from Whalesback Cove for so long. I’m so sorry about your sister.”
He frowned. Nodded. “Thank you. It was a shock all right.”
“Of course. I can’t imagine. It must be awful to lose a sibling.”
“Sure is.” He hesitated. “Even though Gwen and I weren’t close. You know—families.”
Nodding, I said, “I do know. I’ve been estranged from my brother for years, and I don’t even know why he distanced himself.” 
“I think sometimes it’s just that people have different personalities and don’t jive well. Me and Gwen were like that. We couldn’t have been more contrary. Like cats and goldfish. We didn’t get each other. I’m probably a bit like you. I had to get out of Whalesback and out into the great big world to see what was what. Money, business, consumerism never motivated me. I was always looking for the next new experience.” He smiled and stared off my shoulder for a second, as if he was recalling something happy.
We were alike in our desire to leave Whalesback and see what the world had to offer, but I’d been motivated by growing a psychotherapy practice and increasing my retirement fund. “Ah, so you were never interested in running your family’s business?”
“Nooo. Cubbitt’s never floated my boat, and that sure-as-sugar caused a rift between Gwen and me when our dad died. She already resented that I wasn’t around to look after our parents. To her, I was nothing but a good-time Charlie and had it way too easy. Everything fell on her shoulders, and she was right to bear a grudge. I’m still sorry about that.”
He sounded sincere, but the word sorry was a poor substitute for the hours Gwen likely put in taking care of their parents. “Why did you return to Whalesback?” I asked.
“My mother’s health was failing, and I had my own issues in that department, plus a new wife who thought it was time to settle things down. She fell in love with the place.”
I could relate, not because I had health issues, but after a workaholic colleague of mine died suddenly, my mortality looked me in eye and asked why I was no longer doing what made me most happy. Taking stock, I realized it was BE, my small cottage industry. I’d stopped loving the hustle of big city living. “I’m glad your wife likes it here. It’s a beautiful place to live. I heard your son is stepping up to keep things running smoothly at Cubbitt’s. He sounds like a conscientious young man.”
Harvey leaned back, smiling. “He is, indeed. In his case, he’s the apple that did fall far from the tree. A homebody through and through. Never had my taste for adventure. I’m real happy to see him back where he belongs. He deserves it.”
“Back?” I asked, innocently. “Did he leave Cubbitt’s?”
Harvey shook his head and made a disgruntled sound. “Gool ol’ Aunty Gwen made it unbearable for Tobias. Instead of giving him the manager’s position as he deserved, she hired some lady from out of town. Tobias got angry and quit on the spot. Can’t blame him for that. He’s got more backbone than his old man. I swear on Gwen’s grave, she did it to get back at me. Dad left the market to us both, fifty-fifty. I owned half the business on paper, anyway. From the beginning, she ran it like it was all hers, and I let her do it. I’d checked out, so I hardly had the grounds to interfere, not even on behalf of Tobias, but then she went and made it impossible for him to fill my shoes there.”
It never ceased to amaze me how people could open up to complete strangers, although I’d built an entire career establishing trust and inviting people to confide in me so I could help them develop tools to help themselves.
“That must have been difficult for you to watch,” I said. Despite his pursuit of good times at the expense of his sister and son, Harvey seemed harmless, but what did I know about murderers? I wondered how angry he’d been at his sister when Tobias felt he had no choice but to quit his job.
“You better believe it. I wasn’t going to let her get away with it,” Harvey admitted, leaning back for the server to deliver a glass of soda to his table. He had my full attention now that he’d admitted he meant to act against Gwen. I raised an eyebrow to prompt him to continue.
Harvey gripped the glass and kept talking. “After he quit, I signed over all my shares of the business to Tobias. I wasn’t going to have him feeling lost and not knowing what to do with himself. He doesn’t even know it yet. I’m going to give the shares to him on his thirtieth birthday day after tomorrow. I’d even invited Gwen to the party. It’s not nice to say now, but I wanted to see her face when she realized Tobias would have as much power as she did.”
I looked up at Raquel, who’d had one eye on our conversation. Her hands slapped lightly against her cheek for a moment in exaggerated surprise. So Harvey had already exacted his revenge on his sister. Did that mean he was less likely to have been the one to kill her? Or was there more to the story?
“Siblings, huh,” he said, taking a gulp of pop. “You gotta forgive me. There’s nothing worse than someone who goes on and on about their own darn problems. Why don’t you sit down and tell me about these products of yours? My wife has me eating organic green stuff and wearing a step-counter.” He wiggled his wrist. “Can’t beat the thing. Gotta walk the steps.” He picked up my flyer again. 
I guessed he’d spilled all the beans he was going to spill for now, which were quite a lot of beans. Luckily, he liked to talk. I gave him the rundown on my product line, then left him to his soup and salad.
My take on Harvey was that he was an easy-going, non-judgmental kind of guy who craved novelty. He might have struggled to find his place in the world and that could have triggered a strong reaction to his son being displaced from the family business. It sounded like Harvey didn’t like the idea of his son feeling aimless. Unfortunately, I’d not had any intuitive visions into Harvey’s past. 
As I walked past the hostess desk and noticed my lost cat sign on the window by the door, I saw my reflection. Who was that woman? I thought about the life changes that had occurred since my fiftieth birthday—mainly my now-silver hair, the visions, Sundance, and Fiona. Times like these made me wish my father was still alive, so I could get his take on these occurrences, mostly on Fiona. I didn’t know what to think of her, and I didn’t like ambiguity. It made me nervous.
What would Dad say about all this?
My interest in learning to read people came from being raised by a cop. I was about seven years old when he told me that getting a feel for people and reading their body language and expressions could be crucial to my safety. 
He was my hero. I was always proud to have a father who kept people safe, who kept me safe.
So, what are you doing trying to find a murderer? His objection rang into my head from his grave. But like Harvey couldn’t escape who he was, I couldn’t either. I needed to get to the truth, not just to clear my name, but also to satisfy an innate force within me, the one Helena referred to as the force to bring good into the world—that drive most certainly came from my dad. 
I knew the way I was my father’s daughter, but that was only half the story. Fiona could shed light on the ways I was like my mother, but so far, most of what she said just filled me with doubt.
I could only think of one person who might give me insight into the Cross side of the family and hopefully help me come to a conclusion regarding Fiona’s trustworthiness. 
Leaving the restaurant, I walked toward Heron Point, pulled out my phone, and called my stepmother, Marjatta Keane.
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Marjatta answered on the third ring. “Hello,” she said in the friendly Finnish accent that instantly made me smile. She had a lyrical voice that often sounded like she was singing her words. 
“Hello, Marrie, it’s Addie. How are you?” My brother and I had never called our stepmother mom. Nathan was eighteen years old and on his way to college when Dad remarried, and even though I was only five, I guessed it hadn’t made sense to her to have Nathan call her Marjatta and me call her mom. 
“Addie, it’s so nice to hear your voice. Oh, you know me. I’m doing okay. Just trying to keep busy.” Trying to keep busy so she wouldn’t have too much time to think about the loss of my father and what her future now looked like without him. She was in good physical shape, just like my dad had been, which made his fatal heart attack a shock. But these things happened. Every winter, he and Marjatta had driven across the country in their mobile home to the arid climate of Arizona where Marjatta had a sister. 
“What about you, sweet girl?” she asked. “How are you?” Sweet girl was a childhood endearment, resurrected after we’d lost Dad. 
“I’m doing okay, too. Also, keeping busy now that I’ve got my business set up in Raquel’s restaurant, and then there’s the sailboat.” I brought her up to date with my floating home. I didn’t tell her about Gwen’s murder or that I might be a suspect. She didn’t need to worry about that.
“You’ll never guess who showed up in Whalesback,” I said. “Fiona Cross. My mother’s sister.”
She was quiet for long enough that I thought we might have been disconnected. I was about to ask if she was still there when she said. “Well, isn’t that a surprise? What does she want?”
Marjatta was a sensible, caring person who truly loved people unconditionally. She’d taught me to never judge others when you hadn’t walked in their shoes. Still, as accepting as Marjatta was, I wasn’t comfortable sharing my weird stuff—the visions, the odd occurrences, the curse that ran through the Cross family of witches. I almost laughed as I pictured that conversation.
So, who could I trust with these absurdities?
Even though my marriage ended fourteen years ago, I still heard my ex’s grumblings that I couldn’t trust people with my emotions, that I never opened up and shared my feelings with him. I had a vague idea of why it was so hard for me to do so, but my awareness hadn’t improved this shortcoming.
“I guess she wants to reconnect,” I said. “Did Dad ever say anything about Fiona?”
She sighed. “While your father was alive, I respected his wishes not to talk to you about his first marriage. I didn’t know much about it, Addie. I believe people are entitled to their secrets, but not lies. So, when it came to your mother, your father had secrets. Whatever went on between them was his business. But he’s gone now, so I’ll tell you what I know if you’re sure you want to hear it.”
I chuckled nervously. “You made that sound ominous, but yes, I’d like to hear whatever you know.”
“I didn’t mean to make it sound ominous, but it was my impression that something your mother did—this would have been just before she disappeared—scared your father.” 
I wished I’d been old enough to remember those years. Still, I’d never gotten the sense my father, a tough-as-nails cop, was afraid of my mother. “Scared him how?” It couldn’t have been because she told him she was a witch. Could it?
“I don’t know,” Marjatta replied. “It wasn’t anything he said. It was a look he got when he talked about your mother, which happened only once. Like I said, he had secrets. You know your dad. He was tight-lipped about a lot of things. And he wasn’t a man who allowed himself to be vulnerable.”
Another trait I probably gained from my father. It was uncommon for men of his generation to show their emotions, but it sounded like there might be more to his reserve. “Yes, I know. I used to wish he’d be as tight-lipped about those fishing stories.”
Marjatta laughed. “I hear ya. He did love to fish.”
I caught sight of a whitecap as it rolled in and splashed over the rocks. How’d I get all the way to the tip of Heron Point? I turned around and started walking back along the path toward the beach.
I’d called Marjatta to learn if Dad had considered Fiona trustworthy. “Did he ever talk about Fiona, or any of my mother’s family? Would Dad have trusted Fiona?” I used to wonder if anyone on my mom’s side of the family had tried to find us, but then, when I was older, I realized I’d been too busy living my life to find them. Maybe they’d had complicated lives, too. Still, I wasn’t sure why, but a deep-seated part of me felt responsible for the divide between the Keane and Cross families. Just because I didn’t believe a two-year-old could be at fault didn’t mean I hadn’t somehow instigated my mother’s disappearance.
“I don’t know. He didn’t talk about them to me, Addie. I’m sorry. I wish I could be of more help.”
Again I wondered if I should I tell Marjatta about Fiona’s outrageous witch notions? I tried to envision how to start the conversation. Fiona said the craziest thing. Fiona believes I’m a witch. Fiona thinks I have magical healing powers. All I had to do was let one of those sentences leave my mouth, but a heaviness in my chest wouldn’t let me, as if it would lead to something horrible Marjatta would see in me. I’d lost my mother, my father, and my brother. I couldn’t lose her, too. 
Talk about refusing to feel vulnerable. Would I be comfortable telling anyone about this?
Marjatta and I talked a little more. I promised to come by soon for coffee, then we said goodbye. 
As I disconnected, a wave of disappointment washed through me—disappointment in myself. Why did I have such trouble sharing my fears? Was it because, like my father, I couldn’t show any weakness? Or was it because I couldn’t bear Marjatta thinking there was something frightening about me? That was more like it. I wouldn’t take the chance she’d distance herself like my brother had. Had he been afraid of our mother, too? Was there something about me that scared him? 
You are a witch.
No. I couldn’t let myself think of horrible things like that. Fiona’s craziness wasn’t mine. 
But something wasn’t right in my life. Why did my hair turn silver overnight? I could have a medical condition. That was a reasonable explanation. A doctor’s visit could clear that up. But why were strange things happening to some of my customers? It was just some. Most of my customers were fine, so it could have nothing to do with me.
My conversation with my stepmother left me with more questions than answers. As I tried to think of what could have scared my father, I drew blanks. I had no information to draw conclusions from. If I wanted to know more about their relationship, my only hope was Fiona. 
As I approached the dock at the club, I realized that once again I’d been too lost in my thoughts to register the walk along the beach. Yet, there I was. The sun hovered just above the flagpole, which meant it was now late afternoon. The only thing I’d eaten all day was an apple and a breakfast bar. 
I was suddenly feeling mentally exhausted. All I wanted to do now was pull together something easy to eat, put my feet up, and get lost in a book. 
The boat swayed almost imperceptibly as I stepped on board. 
It wasn’t long before I’d snuggled up on the bench seat in the cockpit, novel open, happily removed from my real-world troubles.
A shadow settled across my book. I looked up to see James Bond standing on the finger dock, looming over me. 
I drew a quick breath, startled. How did he walk down the dock without me hearing him? And why had he said nothing? He was just staring at me. Creepy!
“Can I help you?” I asked, wondering if I’d need to grab the winch handle to use as a weapon.
“It’s time we met,” he said. “I’m Killian.” He didn’t exactly exude charm like an authentic Bond man, but I had underestimated one thing about him—he wasn’t just good looking. The guy was scorching hot. I didn’t usually notice the color of people’s eyes, but his were impossible to miss, an icy blue that reminded me of a husky or maybe wilder than that—a wolf.
For a moment, I couldn’t find my words, then I shook myself out of it. It wasn’t as if I’d never spoken to a hot guy. “It’s nice to meet you?” I hadn’t meant for it to sound like a question, but there was an intensity to him that had me bracing for—I didn’t know what. “I’m Adelaide,” I blurted. 
“May I come aboard, Adelaide?” 
I looked around to be sure I wasn’t alone. Not that I was ever alone at the club. Someone was always moving about, either on the docks, boats, or at the clubhouse. According to Garnet, everyone kept a watch over their neighbors’ boats for security and to be sure nothing went awry when an owner was away. Awry, like a boat sinking, I supposed.
Killian was waiting. I couldn’t imagine saying no, you may not come aboard. Stay on the dock. So, I said, “Sure.” Standing, I moved the seat cushion, so he could step onto the bench without leaving a footprint on my cushion.
“Welcome aboard Nessie. She’s not as pretty as your boat, but I’ve been told she has good bones.”
“Thank you, and you were told correctly. Catalinas are durable, good quality boats. A few things you’ll want to look out for in an old one, though, so you can trust her to keep you safe.”
Something about the way his tone changed when he said that last part made me think he was talking about something other than my sailboat. His gaze fell on the little statue of the faceless woman Sundance had brought home. 
I set the cushion back in place. He sat, looking relaxed, legs slightly spread in masculine fashion.
“Safety is pretty high on my list of priorities,” I said, claiming the bench across from him, trying for nonchalant. Most everyone at the club contributed to my sailboat education, so Killian was probably going to do the same.
“I’m happy to hear that. It’s high on my list, too, which is why I came to Whalesback to meet you.”
That comment ratcheted up my heart rate, and I was regretting allowing him on board. “You’re here to meet me? What do you mean by that? Do you belong to the yacht club?” 
He smiled, but it seemed like a tactic to placate me. “No, I don’t belong to the club. I’m a CAB agent.”
“Don’t know what that is. I’ve never heard of CAB.” 
“Is that right?” He said it with a hint of doubt, but I couldn’t imagine why.
“Yes, that’s right. Does this have something to do with registering my boat?” Maybe because I’d inherited Nessie? Was I supposed to have sent paperwork to his department? “I registered the boat with the Coast Guard. I didn’t know I was supposed to do otherwise. I have the title and certificate of registration and can get the documents if you need to see them.” 
“This isn’t about the boat. You had a visitor this morning. Your aunt. Fiona Cross.”
“How do you know that?” Alarm bells went off inside my head. “Have you been watching me?” I asked, although the answer was obvious. Before he could respond, not that he seemed in any great hurry, I stated another obvious. “You’ve been following me.” 
He set his arm on the back of the bench. Maybe the gesture was deliberate to appear less threatening. “Yes, Adelaide, but there’s no reason to be alarmed. Not if you’ve done nothing wrong.”
Killian looked at me as if he suspected I was hiding something. I’d dealt with aggressive men throughout my career, so I reminded myself I was a capable, responsible, honest person.
“You’ve lost me,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just met Fiona yesterday for the first time in my life. And by the way, if you want to continue this conversation, you better explain clearly what this is about and stop looking at me accusingly.” There you go, buster. You better think twice before you try to violate my space. 
A flicker of a smile crossed his face. “It’s about your new powers, Ms. Keane. I’m here to be sure you don’t hurt any additional mortals.”





Chapter 11
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My brain went into a rapid hiccup mode, trying to comprehend what he’d just said.  It’s about your new powers, Ms. Keane. I’m here to be sure you don’t hurt any additional mortals.
I responded with the only thing that made sense to me. “Is this a joke? Did Fiona put you up to this?”
Any trace of a smile evaporated from his face. “You think hurting people is a joke?”
“No! Of course not. I didn’t say that.”
“We have an extensive file on the Cross family,” he said, lifting a hefty folder. Where had that come from? “We’ve taken it into consideration that your powers are new to you, but we can’t allow you to wield them without discipline. There are consequences for witches who do.”
“Consequences? What consequences? I’m serious when I say I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
I could see Sandra and Thomas Dunker on their boat in the slip across the dock. They were having drinks with another couple. Their presence made me feel less at risk.
Killian shook his head. “You can’t lie to the Coven, Adelaide. I know you’ve spoken to your customers about their reactions to your products. I know the sheriff has questioned you about a murder. If you botched a spell that provoked one of your customers to commit murder, I’d say that’s a potent example of causing harm to humans. Wouldn’t you?”
Coven? Murder? Spell? Pain flared in my head. I hadn’t been myself lately, but . . . this couldn’t be true. Swallowing hard, I then struggled to speak. “I-I didn’t botch a spell. I’ve never spelled anything in my life. What does that even mean? I’m not a witch. You have me confused with someone else.”
He stood, then leaned down close to my ear. “Like I said. We know this is new to you, but denying your powers keeps you ignorant and ignorance is no defense. You need training. Talk to your aunt. This is a warning, Adelaide. I’ll be watching you.” 
Something fell into my lap. In one fluid movement, he was off the boat. I looked down to see the clay figurine. When had he picked that up?
My heart pounded as he walked down the dock. 
Even though the sky was growing dim, there was enough light to see Killian no longer carried that file folder about my family he’d waggled at me. Where was it? He couldn’t have tucked it away on his person. His black pants fit as snuggly as his button down, white linen shirt. Don’t admire the creepy, hot guy. 
Had he’d left the folder behind? I scanned the bench where he’d been sitting. Behind the cushion. On the floor. No file folder. It was as if it had magically appeared and disappeared. 
Magically. 
A chill slithered up my spine and into my throbbing head. I rubbed my arms as I tried to assimilate Killian’s message with everything I knew to be true about the world. Ghosts exist but witches do not? Sure, because lots of people believed in ghosts, but not witches. Was that true? 
It made less sense than it had yesterday. He’d called me a witch, carelessly wielding my powers. But as much as I wanted to scream denial from the top of my mast—just as Fiona had predicted—doubt had skulked into the shadows of my being. Something was off in my life. I could feel that in my bones. And first thing in the morning, I was tracking down Fiona and getting to the bottom of what was happening to me. 
[image: image-placeholder]After a fitful night, I woke to a bright cabin. I couldn’t remember my dreams, but I was pretty sure they weren’t sweet. At least my headache was gone. I lay in bed, breathing deeply, looking through the hatch into the boundless blue sky until I felt energized and composed. Sunshine always made things feel better.
Just focus on normal, everyday things.
Like the surrounding sounds. A fender squeaked against the dock. A fish jumped and splashed. A mainsail was being reefed in the bay. Ha! As if I could pick out the sound of a mainsail being reefed. 
Sundance snored beside me. He’d come home last night just before I’d slid the hatch door in place—like he knew he might get locked out if he wasn’t home by sunset. I wouldn’t leave the door open and sacrifice my blood to the mosquitoes, although the nasty insects weren’t as thick as they’d been earlier in the season. Maybe I’d talk to Garnet about adding a cat door to my hatch. I’d had to admit, I enjoyed having a feline companion and hoped he wouldn’t be claimed by owners. So far, there’d been no response to my lost cat notices, but it had only been a couple days.
My mission today was to figure out my life. From experience, I knew that every time life threw me a curve ball, one that hurt, it took me days, weeks, or even months to recover, but I always came through it. It might have seemed like the world was ending at the time—my divorce, a job loss, the stock market crash, my dad’s death—but I was always okay, eventually. That’s the good thing about reaching fifty. Since I’d survived everything so far, I knew I’d survive this, too.
I’d also learned what unsettled me the most—the unknown and having no plan to fix the problem—so, last night, I’d thought about my next steps. Being accused of provoking a murder frightened me, but when I thought about it, Killian’s accusation was less damaging than what the sheriff might be thinking. If I knew who killed Gwen and the reason behind it, I’d have proof her murder had nothing to do with me. All I had to do was solve a murder and life would return to normal. Ha! 
Putting that daunting task aside for a moment, I considered the other thing that had kept me awake last night. It was time to be honest with myself. I knew something inside me had changed since my fiftieth birthday. It was hard to put a finger on. A subtle feeling, a vibration. Often when I was still and quiet, focusing on my breathing, I had the sensation of energy running through me. Sometimes, I felt it even when I wasn’t meditating. I’d thought it was menopause related.
But what if I did have witchy powers? What if I was receptive to whatever Fiona and Killian had to say about it? What if their messages were enlightening? Arming myself with knowledge was the best way to stay safe. After all, I didn’t want to hurt anyone and that included myself.
I showered, dressed, and ate a bowl of fiber-rich cereal for my constitution and a cup of yogurt with blueberries for bone and brain health. The death of my colleague and turning fifty had brought a stark awareness of my mortality. 
I grabbed the faceless figurine and stuffed it into my purse.
Whalesback Inn sat on oceanfront property on the south side of town, only a ten-minute walk from the club. As I reached it, laughter peeled out from a patio. I heard Fiona’s voice, so I skirted a potted palm tree and approached the group of four women playing cards. I recognized Brigitte, a retired schoolteacher, and Cecile, a midwife, but didn’t know the third woman.
“And that’s when I accused the Shah of performing an illegal Alcatraz Coup!” Fiona said, looking mischievous and radiant in a cherry-red blouse. 
“Good for you!” said Cecile. “He still has to follow suit, even if he is Shah of the land.”
Fiona tilted her head my way. “What a pleasant surprise. My niece has tracked me down.”
“Oh, hi there, Adelaide!” Brigitte looked down at the cards laid out in the middle of the table. “We’ve been getting to know your aunt. She’s a clever bridge player all right. With her as my partner, we won every hand.”
Hmm. Using her witchy powers? “Who knew she had hidden talents?” I said. 
“Will you be my partner next time?” Cecile asked Fiona. “And don’t tell me you’re leaving Whalesback anytime soon! We’ve got the county tournament in three weeks. We could sure use your help.”
Fiona pushed back her chair and uncrossed her long legs. “It would be my pleasure, Cecile.”
I waited for Fiona to say goodbye to her fan club, then she linked her arm in mine as if we were on a Sunday stroll.
“So, what brings you here, cupcake? I hope it’s because you’re ready to master your powers.”
“Fiona, I’m not a baby any longer. Please call me Addie.”
She pouted her cherry-painted lips. “That’s a shame, isn’t it? I do wish I’d known you as a child. Things would be much different.” She was right about that. If what she’d said was true about my mother’s dark moods, Fiona could have been a breath of fresh air in our lives, although it sounded like she’d traveled extensively, so she might not have been around much anyway, and the jury was still out on whether Fiona would be a positive influence.
“I had a visitor last night. He said his name was Killian.”
She stopped so abruptly, I nearly tripped over my own feet.
I didn’t like the stunned look on her face. “Killian? From the Bureau?” 
So she knew who he was. 
“Yes. Well, he said he was an agent with CAB. What is that?”
Fiona looked over her shoulder. “Let’s talk in my room.” 
Great. So, this was serious. Luckily, her room wasn’t far. She’d finagled one of the prime rooms, an ocean-view suite with a private patio. Go figure. Maybe her friend, the Shah, arranged it for her. 
Inside, her perfume hung in the air. I glanced around the room while she stepped out of her heels. She wasn’t tidy. The place looked like backstage in the middle of a costume change. From what I could see of the bedroom, a closet full of bright-colored clothes covered the bed. Every flat surface held bottles, cosmetic bags, hair products, jewelry. She obviously prioritized her appearance. No wonder she looked so young. But if she were a witch, why did she need all these products? Couldn’t she just snap her fingers or wiggle her nose and look however she wished? 
She adjusted her poppy-print, knee-length skirt and sat on the lilac couch. I set my purse on the floor and joined her. I would have taken the chair, but handbags claimed that space.
Shifting my attention back to Killian, I felt a surprising sense of relief that Fiona knew who he was. There was solace in not being alone in this. “What do you know about Killian?”
“CAB stands for Coven Admissions Bureau,” she said, swinging her feet up under her and facing me. “But from what I’ve heard about Killian McGinnis, he’s more of a contractor. He gets called in when there are problems with an admission.”
I stared at her, trying to take this in, reminding myself my intent was to remain open-minded and learn everything I could. “Coven? As in witches?”
“Of course. You’re not a shapeshifter or a vampire. You’re a witch. What did Killian tell you?”
Shapeshifter or vampire? I couldn’t deal with the possibility of those entities showing up, being a witch—on a coven’s radar—was enough to manage in one lifetime. “He’s here to make sure I don’t hurt any mortals with my new powers. Apparently, there are consequences for those who do.”
“Yes, that’s true. The Coven regulates witches. If there’s a complaint, they’ll send someone like Killian to investigate. It doesn’t happen often, but they have stripped witches of their powers and locked them up.”
“Locked them up!” I pictured Gwen’s green arm and me in a hole in the ground in a pit of despair. “He knows I’ve been asking my customers if they’ve had adverse reactions to my Barest Essential products. That doesn’t make me guilty of anything. I didn’t know I had powers. I didn’t hurt anyone on purpose!”
Fiona gave my hand a squeeze. “Of course, you didn’t. Don’t you worry about Killian. We’re going to get to the bottom of it together. Now, tell me everything that’s happened to you since your fiftieth birthday.”
I began with my startling new hair color and finished with Killian’s unsettling visit. As I rehashed these events and watched Fiona nod knowingly, it became apparent I really had been living in denial. Not one word of this story sounded normal. 
“No wonder someone from the bureau showed up. One of your customers turned green and was murdered, cupcake. You’ve got another one hiding from birds and giant plants taking over a bookstore. These are broken regulations. Witches must remain undetected. They aren’t allowed to negatively impact the human world. It’s dangerous for everyone.”
By this time, I was wringing my hands. Pacing in front of the couch. I’m a witch! “You don’t think my fledgling powers had anything to do with Gwen being murdered, do you? I don’t even know what witches do. I didn’t watch any of those pop-occult TV shows. Why would I know how to manage magic? I can’t even tell if I have any. How am I supposed to be careful when I don’t know how it works?”
I knew I was rambling, so I took a breath, stopped pacing, and looked at Fiona for answers. Her expression was tense. I wished she looked more confident. 
“Your magic is subtle at first, so it’s not a surprise you haven’t noticed it. It feels like a vibration. For me, it starts in my spine, and then when I grab hold, it expands throughout my body.”
Well, that sounded familiar, yet unclear. When she grabs hold? “I think I’ve been feeling that vibration.” 
“Good! The magic is waking up, but if you don’t rein it in, it’ll be unpredictable. It acts on your intentions, so you’ll have to be careful until you’re in control.”
My head was swimming with what all this could possibly mean. “I always have an intention in mind when I create one of my BE products. I want people to feel better. But over the last couple of months, I’ve been getting visions of some of my customers’ experiences. For instance, when I was making the salve for Gwen’s rash, I reflected on the days when she used to call me Barbie. It was ironic she’d always been so envious of me when I’d spent most of my youth wishing I didn’t have a figure that made boys drool and stare at my chest. I wanted boys to see me.” 
Fiona chuckled. “Jealousy is a sin, after all. I think turning someone green is a riot.”
I felt too guilty to see the humor. “If only Killian thought so, too.”
“You let me worry about Killian. I’ll talk to him and assure him you’re not a loose cannon. If he approaches you again, say as little as possible. The bureau puts their own interests before anyone else. I don’t trust them. You have some learning to do, but I’ll guide you through it. You won’t figure this out alone.”
I felt the weight of worries slide off my shoulders. Thank goodness Fiona took the time to find me in Whalesback. “Thank you, Fiona. I haven’t been as welcoming as I should have been. I’m sorry for that.”
“Oh, don’t you worry about that, cupcake. Us Cross women stick together. We always find each other.”
I was relieved to have Fiona’s help, but I was also ultra leery of these witchy powers waking up inside me. Waking up sounded like it was just getting started. “Can you cast a spell or show me one of your enchantments, so I have some idea of what my powers look like?”
She shook her head. “I’m not the one who needs to learn how to control myself. Let’s concentrate on you for now. I don’t want Killian thinking you caused a change in Gwen that provoked her killer.”
“I don’t know what he could possibly have meant by that. My intentions were never angry and certainly not murderous. How could I inflict an intent like that without knowing it?” 
“You’re more powerful than you think. You’re a Cross witch.”
“I thought you said we were cursed.”
She made a clicking sound with her tongue. “There is that.”
I sat down hard beside her. “This is too much all at once.” I suddenly wanted to take a nap.
“Listen, I want you to forget all about curses and think about the good you can do. You didn’t start a line of all natural healing products for no reason. Your powers inspired you. You’ll get it under control. Every witch who came before you did just that, and you will, too.”
I managed a weak smile. The prospect of helping others was inspiration enough to take this witchiness seriously. People had accused healers of witchery throughout the centuries. I didn’t have to worry about being burned at the stake, but I was beginning to understand the consequences of my ignorance. If all the Cross women who came before me, cursed or not, got their powers under control, so could I. 
“Does my mother have a special power? Do you?”
Fiona stood, padded over to the bar kitchen, and started making herself a drink. She raised the martini shaker to me.
“No. It’s a little early for that. Have you ever considered AA?”
“Nope.” She leaned back against the counter. “Adelaide, I need to tell you something.” She took a breath, let it out slowly. “I’ll just say it. Your mom isn’t with us any longer. She died quite a few years ago. A car accident.”
My chest ached at the news, but I can’t say her death hadn’t crossed my mind. It was almost a relief to know the reason she’d never come looking for me was because she couldn’t. “I’m sorry to hear that. I always wished she’d show up one day and . . .”
“I know. I’m sorry, cupcake.” She sighed and poured gin. “To answer your question, your grandmother’s magic was vegetation. She could grow a seed into a mature plant overnight.”
I let out my breath in a whistle. “Like I did to Helena’s plants. That one must run in the family.”
Fiona nodded and opened a jar of olives.
“Do you think we can fix that before Killian catches on?” 
My phone rang from inside my purse. The call was coming from Raquel. I swiped it to my voicemail and set my phone on the coffee table. I’d get back to her shortly. In the meantime, I retrieved the faceless figurine from my purse, got up, and handed it to Fiona. “Do you know what this is?”
She looked startled for a second, but I might have imagined that because her expression just looked curious now. “Where did you find this?”
“I didn’t find it. My cat burglar brought it home. Killian seemed interested in it, though.”
“Did he, now? I don’t know what it is. Leave it with me. I’ll look into it.” 
My phone pinged. I picked it up to see a text from Raquel. A message appeared on my screen. There’s been an arrest!




Chapter 12
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Thanks to Rupert’s bike share program, a local mechanic who repaired bicycles and parked them around the community for free use, I reached Down to Earth in five minutes.  
The restaurant was a hive of conversations with Raquel in the middle of it. She looked my way as I came in the door.
“Who was arrested?” I asked, noticing tears in her eyes.
“Pete!” she cried. “There’s no bloomin’ way Pete killed Gwen.”
Dennis, the sheriff’s brother, shook his head. “I’d like to think that, too, but Sloane found a package of skewers on Pete’s boat cradle. Same kind that killed Gwen. It was an odd thing to find on his cradle. Pete said he didn’t know Gwen had been skewered, but having those skewers is mighty suspicious.” The news didn’t seem to have affected Dennis’s appetite. He forked a mound of eggs and stuffed them into his mouth.
I found it hard to believe Pete killed anyone. In the short time I’d known him, he’d been nothing but sweet and kind to me. 
“What plausible motive could Pete have for killing Gwen?” I asked Dennis since he seemed to be in the know. 
Dennis shook his head and chewed another bite of eggs. 
“It might have something to do with an argument he had with Gwen last week,” Brigitte said. “Gwen gave Pete one heck of a tongue-lashing. I heard her through my backyard fence. Sounded like she found him going through the trash.” I was pretty sure Brigitte’s house was behind Cubbitt’s Market, so the sheriff would have questioned her and the other neighbors to determine if they’d heard or seen anything the night Gwen was killed. She probably told him about the argument.
“Maybe they think Pete was trying to steal something from the grocery store and Gwen caught him,” Sita hypothesized. “Knowing Gwen, she would have threatened to call the police, so the sheriff might think Pete panicked and killed her.”
“When I found her, there were apples on the floor,” I said, blocking that gruesome image from popping fully into my head. “But I don’t believe Pete killed anyone for apples. I talked to him earlier that evening. He was calm as could be. I can’t imagine he’d just killed someone. In fact, he thought my cat belonged to Gwen. That’s why I went over there. He wouldn’t have sent me to Cubbitt’s to find her dead.”
Everyone was quiet for a moment.
“Everyone knows Pete loves those green apples,” Felicity said. “But because everyone knew it, it could also mean he’s been set up.”
“Actually, he likes the yellow ones best,” Raquel said.
Dennis swiped his napkin against his mouth. “Sloane found at least a dozen apples on his boat, so yep, it looks like it could have been theft.”
“I gave him apples that day,” I said. “The ones you gave me for him, Raquel.”
“So, he didn’t need to steal apples,” she said.
“I like Pete,” Brigitte said. “But you never know what might provoke a person, and Gwen sure could be mean.”
I didn’t want to think Pete was capable of murder, but I didn’t know him that well. Then again, Raquel did, and I trusted her judgment. “Then Pete’s an excellent actor. He said he hadn’t had an apple in weeks. Why wouldn’t he have eaten one of his stolen apples if he went to such lengths to get them?”
“Murdering someone might make you lose your appetite,” Dennis said, stuffing focaccia into his mouth. 
“Stop talking like that,” Raquel said. “Pete didn’t kill anyone.”
I remembered something that put a knot in my stomach. A couple weeks ago, I’d given Pete a box of a tea blend I made to help with his arthritis. Was my tea unknowingly magicked? My intention had only been to ease Pete’s pain. Enough that he’d been able to skewer Gwen? No. I still didn’t believe Pete had murdered anybody.
As much as it was a relief not to be the one hauled into a jail cell for murder, I agreed with Felicity. The actual killer could have set Pete up. There were other suspects with greater motives, like Harvey and Tobias Cubbitt. 
Raquel lifted her chin and pushed up her sleeves. “I think Pete is being set up, and I’m going to prove it.”
Dennis nearly spit out his coffee. “Is that right? So, now you’re an investigator, are you?”
“I’m not doing this alone. Don’t forget, Addie solved Gretchen Birmingham’s murder. She’s got experience, and she’s already on the case.” Raquel patted my shoulder. “We got this, right?”
“Sure do,” I said, trying to sound as determined as Raquel. I’d not solved that murder on my own. Far from it. I’d tagged along with Quinn, who’d had the help of a ghost. 
“Okay, then,” Dennis said, shaking his head. “Good luck to ya.” He opened the newspaper beside his plate. “Remember, the road to Lucifer is paved with your good intentions, so don’t go getting yourselves killed along that road.”
“Lovely sentiment, Dennis,” said Sita, then she turned to Raquel. “Let me know if I can do anything to help, and I will. But right now, I need to get back to my shop. I told my staff I’d return in twenty minutes.”
Raquel looked at her watch and groaned. “Sorry, Sita. I’ll have your takeout ready in a jiffy.”
As people returned to their own business, the doorbells jingled. I looked over to see Izzy come in. She wore a Cubbitt’s smock, so I guessed she was back to work. The last time I’d seen Izzy, I’d considered she could be a suspect in Gwen’s murder. With Gwen gone, Izzy had taken back her resignation and was on track to enroll in college next semester. 
When she saw me, she smiled. “Can I talk to you about something?” she asked.
“Sure.” I directed her over to the BE counter. I would lock everything away. Now that I knew my products might be magically infused, I wouldn’t be selling any more. That thought made me want to cry, so I revised that plan, remembering I might have magical healing powers. I wanted to believe that. I wanted to believe the good I could do was boundless when I got control over my abilities. As soon as I knew what those powers were. So, until I was sure my products couldn’t hurt anyone, I would close things down—temporarily.
“How are things going at work?” I asked. “I heard you’ve got a new store manager.”
“You mean Tobias? Because he fired that other manager—the one Gwen hired. He’s in charge now. But things are better.”
Interesting, but not surprising. “Good. I’m glad things have improved. So, what do you want to talk about?” 
“You sold Colby some cream for his acne,” she said. “It worked like magic.” 
The word magic made me feel nauseous. 
Izzy pulled her hair back and pushed her cheek toward me. “See!”
I leaned closer but wasn’t sure what she was talking about. “What’s wrong?”
“Pimples! How did this happen? I never get pimples. I need to get rid of them right away—by this weekend—I’m going out with someone. Please, make them go away.”
Stress caused acne. Was she stressed because she’d killed Gwen? If this young girl was a murderer, pimples would be the least of her problems.
She had a date on the weekend. Hopefully, Colby had finally gained the courage to ask her out. “I’m sorry, Izzy. I’m all out of that cream and haven’t had time to make more. Unfortunately, I’m closing shop for a couple of weeks.”
She looked horrified and pulled forward strands of her hair to drape over her cheek. The pimples were hardly noticeable. “No. No. No. I don’t need a lot. Do you have, like, a tester or something? Just a little bit?”
Despite how much I wanted to ease her concern, I couldn’t take that chance. “I’m sorry, I don’t. Your pimples are hardly noticeable. I’d suggest keeping your face clean over the next couple of days. No guy worth his salt is going to care about a pimple. I know Colby sure won’t.”
She scrunched up her face. “Ew. I’m not going out with Colby. No way. I mean, he’s a nice guy and all. He brings me chocolate eclairs from the bakery, and he always takes my shift when I ask him to, but we’re just work friends.”
Oh, no. She wasn’t interested in him. I felt horrible for Colby, since it sounded like Izzy might be taking advantage of his affection. “Oh. I see. Well, maybe you can buy him an eclair next time.”
It was obvious this thought had never occurred to her. “Oh, yeah, maybe. I guess I could ask Colby if I can borrow some of his cream. I don’t think he needs it anymore.”
“That’s not a good idea. There could be cross-contamination if you use his cream.” I hated making it sound like Colby had some kind of spreadable disease, but I didn’t want her using that cream. 
She grimaced. “Oh. Okay.”
“Again, I’m sorry I can’t help you. I hope you have a good time on your date and can forget about your complexion. And, Izzy, be careful that you don’t send Colby the wrong message. He might like you more than you realize.”
Her casual shrug did not reassure me she would take my warning to heart. “Okay. See ya.”
As Izzy left the restaurant, Raquel joined me. “Did I hear you say you’re not selling any more BE products?”
“Just until I’m sure they’re safe.”
“Oh, come on. Is this about Gwen turning green? That wasn’t your fault. If you’re worried about it, just add a warning that says there’s a slight chance of an allergic reaction. Just like everything else out there. People rave about your products. Why do you think I made space for you here? And you heard Izzy. Your oil made a big difference for Colby.” 
“Thanks, Raquel. I’ll think about it.” I wasn’t comfortable telling her about the Cross curse, certainly not in the middle of the busy restaurant. Actually, I didn’t know if I’d ever feel confident enough to share something like that. How do you tell your friends you might be a witch? I couldn’t imagine that conversation. Perhaps I could get some advice from Fiona about how she’d managed it. Also, I didn’t know what the rules were as far as sharing details with others. Fiona said witches were supposed to stay incognito. I figured the Coven Bureau was to be kept under wraps, too. I wasn’t going to give Killian any more reasons to hound me—that would be a level of stress I didn’t think I could manage.
“Good,” Raquel said. “Hey, Sita and I were talking about how to prove Pete innocent. You’re okay with that, right?”
“Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be okay? I don’t think Pete is a murderer.”
“I know, but his arrest means Sloane won’t question you any further. None of us thinks you killed Gwen any more than we think Pete did, but if we dig around and find something that gets Pete off the hook, there’s a chance Sloane might reconsider you as a suspect. I wouldn’t want that to happen.”
I couldn’t deny there was a teeny part of me concerned about that, too. “Appreciated. Me neither, and we both know there are other suspects with stronger motives.”
“True.” Raquel had an eye on one of her servers. She shook her head and mumbled something under her breath. Not the first time she wasn’t happy with a server. “Can you come to The Knotty Shop tonight at seven o’clock and fill everyone in on what you’ve learned? I’m going to ask Helena to come, too.”
“Sure.” I wanted to figure this out as well and could use help. It was as important to me to prove my lotions—or should I call them potions—played no part in this murder.
“Great,” said Raquel. “After work, I’m going to stop by Pete’s boat and gather up all the wooden sculptures he’s been working on, so they don’t get carted off by animals. He’s going to be the one to put them around the tree at Christmas.”
[image: image-placeholder]I was in no hurry to get back to the club, so I grabbed a bicycle and rode to the end of Heron Point. I needed time to clear my mind and burn off some stress hormones. If I kept this bike-riding up, I was not only going to save on fuel and greenhouse gas emissions, I was also going to be in great shape. It felt good to use my body. Traveling at such a slow pace gave me time to hear the whoosh of wind through the massive old oaks trees and appreciate the tinges of gold brought on by the changing seasons. I’d learned from the locals that these southern trees grew so old because they were hearty enough to survive intense winds, salt spray, and sandy soil.
I was hearty enough to survive life’s changes, too. Strong like the oak. I smiled to myself at the comparison, rolled to a stop, and looked all the way out past Whalesback Rock to the sea beyond. 
Behind me, I heard a car approaching. Since I was off the road, I didn’t concern myself with it until I heard the vehicle come to a stop and cut the engine. I looked back to see Sheriff Blythe.
What did he want? A small dose of anxiety flickered to life in my chest even though I’d done nothing wrong. Maybe it was because he looked intimidating in his uniform, the way he filled it out—lean and muscled—as if he could overpower me with his pinky finger. Or maybe it was the tinted sunglasses that made it difficult to read his expression.
It gave me some solace to know he believed he’d arrested Gwen’s killer—although I hated feeling grateful he had Pete behind bars—and probably wasn’t stopping to question me about the murder. Maybe I could take this opportunity to ask him what he thought about Gwen’s family members.
“Howdy, Ms. Keane,” he said in a friendly manner and tipped his hat. “I don’t know about you, but I never tire of this view.”
“I don’t imagine I will either.”
He walked over to join me under the shade of a palmetto. “I’d like to give you an update on Gwen Cubbitt’s case. Last night, we arrested Pete Nowak for her murder.” 
Was he updating me because he’d stopped an inch short of accusing me of skewering her to death, or was it out of respect for my father? 
“Thanks. I appreciate you telling me. I just heard the news at Down the Earth.”
“Ah, that figures. Impossible to keep secrets in this town, although some are better at it than others.” 
Why did I always get the feeling he was poking at me between the lines? Or was it just my imagination?
I almost said I wouldn’t know, but that was a lie. I had secrets I’d never tell. “I’ve got to say, Sheriff, it’s hard to believe Pete killed anyone. He seems pretty gentle to me.”
“Sometimes people aren’t what they seem. You’ve probably figured that out by now. We weren’t born yesterday.”
“True, but I’m not the only one who believes Pete is innocent. I don’t believe he had the strength to have . . .” I didn’t want to say skewered Gwen and figured Sloane knew what I meant. “He’s not very steady, and he’s got arthritis in his hands.” Even though he’d been able to get back to whittling, untreated arthritis could lead to irreversible damage, and when I met Pete, he didn’t talk as though he’d been taking care of his health.
Palm leaf shadows flitted across Blythe’s face. “You don’t know Pete well. He spent his life in the military, mostly in the Middle East. He’s plenty capable of killing a woman. And about that arthritis, he’s been able to keep hold of his knife well enough to gouge wood.”
Oh. I hadn’t known that about the rusty sailor, proving Blythe right—I didn’t know Pete well. But Raquel did, and I trusted her judgment. I tried a different tack. “You must have questioned Gwen’s nephew. From what her brother told me, there’s been a rift in the family that’s gotten worse over the last few weeks. She basically forced Tobias Cubbitt to quit his job at his own family’s market.”
He turned his gaze from the water to me. “You’ve been asking around?”
I didn’t respond since the answer was obvious, and there was no law against having a conversation with Gwen’s family.
He gave a discontented sigh. “We talked to the Cubbitts, but we have solid evidence against Pete Nowak. You can stop playing detective now. It’s a good way to get hurt. I have no tolerance for law-breaking in case you have reason to question that.”
What was he talking about? I was getting a little tired of men warning me not to overstep. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not planning to break any laws.”
“I’ve been on the force for thirty years, many of those up in New Hampshire. Been here in Beaufort County for seven years now. Listen, I know a little about your family. I never worked with your father, but I know about your mother’s disappearance. I read about it in a file that surfaced a few years back.”
That took me by surprise. As far as I knew, there was no reason for a police file on my mother. She didn’t disappear. She left of her own accord. “I didn’t know my dad opened a file on my mother.”
“He didn’t. His partner Dolly Dixon started the file.”
I vaguely remembered Dolly only because of her name. For most of my childhood, my dad’s partner had been Ron Pincher. “I don’t think Dolly Dixon was my dad’s partner at the time my mom left. She would have come later.”
“About four months later. They transferred Dixon to Whalesback to fill in for Pincher, who was away on a medical leave.”
“I don’t understand. Why was Dolly interested in my mother? What was her concern?”
He shrugged. “Don’t know. She opened the file and recorded a few personal details about your mom. I just wanted you to know someone was looking into why your mother left. That’s what I like about small towns. People are looking out for you. Sometimes you don’t even know it.”
Okay, there seemed to be another underlying message in that, and I wasn’t so sure it was meant to be reassuring. “Do you think there was something suspicious about my mother leaving?”
“What do you think?”
“I think she might have had an undiagnosed mental illness.”
“Hmm. Maybe. You have a good day now, Ms. Keane.” He tipped his hat again and sauntered back to his car.
I had the feeling the sheriff didn’t trust me, and not solely because he thought I was interfering with his investigation. I had to admit, though, the feeling was mutual.
What would my brother think of Dolly Dixon having a file on our mother? We’d never discussed her departure. He hadn’t spoken about it, at least not to me. Nathan had been fifteen years old when she left, and it had broken his heart. They’d seemed to have had a special relationship, which made me wonder if she’d reached out to him. If she had, he’d kept it to himself. 
She died quite a few years ago. A car accident. 
Did Nathan know our mother was dead? Even though he’d disappeared from my life, he deserved to know about Mom and that Fiona had surfaced. I had to tell him that much, although I couldn’t imagine telling him about the family magic.
When Dad died, Nathan had come home for the funeral, although his wife and two daughters stayed home in New Zealand. I’d thought this would give us the opportunity to talk and repair our relationship, but that hadn’t happened. Nathan had been polite, reserved, and fleeting.
I didn’t relish speaking to him, but I bit back my discomfort and called his number, anyway. He didn’t answer, but at least he hadn’t changed his phone number. His recording proved that much.
“Hello, Nathan, it’s Adelaide. Could you call me back this time? Please. It’s about Mom.” 





Chapter 13
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“You’re going on an African Safari?” I asked Sita, incredulously. She came across quite fearful of the great big world. As far as I knew, she’d never even been outside of the state. 
I was curled up on the sofa beside Raquel. Sita and Helena sat across from us in the back room of The Knotty Shop, a cozy space where the knitters met weekly to spin tales and weave yarn.
Sita smiled widely. “It’s funny to see your expressions. Everyone has been so surprised by this news, especially my nephew and his wife. You should have seen their faces when I said I wanted to go with them. They were so happy, they made the booking right away.”
“Right on,” Raquel said. “I never thought you’d expand your world like this, Sita. You’re going to love it.”
“Yeah, wow,” said Helena. “Good for you. I can recommend a few books if you’d like to read up on Africa.”
Sita nodded. “That’s a good idea. Yes, please. I’ll come to Pages tomorrow.” 
Over the next couple of minutes, Sita’s enthusiasm for Africa grew as Raquel recited the synopsis of The Poisonwood Bible, one of my favorite books of all time. I was only getting to know Sita, but it seemed this change in her was sudden. I’d be worried I’d had something to do with it, but I’d not sold Sita any BE products. 
“What brought about this transformation, Sita?” I asked, unable to let go my worry.
“It’s hard to explain,” she said, pulling a knitting project out of the basket at her feet. She examined the heel of a sock hanging on needles, then set it on her lap. “Most of my life, I’ve had a jittery feeling inside that makes me anxious when I think about leaving Whalesback. The other day, when my nephew said he and his wife were going to Africa, I was . . . maybe the word is compelled. Yes, I was compelled to go and see something I’d never seen before. To have an experience. I want to see a gorilla, and that doesn’t even scare me. I’m not feeling jittery anymore.”
“You’ve had a transformation, all right,” Helena said, beaming. She reached over and squeezed Sita’s hand. “I get that feeling every time I see my credit card balance.”
Raquel scoffed. “I would, too, if I had your spending habits.” She turned to Sita. “Great news, Sita. What’s life without experiences? I have to wait till retirement, but I’m okay with that.” She rubbed her hands together. “So, shall we get down to business?”
“Yes, but I just want to say, we all deserve nice things,” Helena said, running her fingers along her gold necklace. 
“Sure,” said Raquel. “Whatever makes you happy. Anyway, Addie talked to Harvey Cubbitt, and we think he and his nephew had a darn good reason, better than Pete’s reason, to want Gwen dead. Tell ‘em, Addie.”
I relayed my conversation with Harvey. “With Gwen out of the way, his son Tobias has his job back. A cashier told me the first thing he did was get rid of the manager Gwen hired, so he’s in charge now, as he wanted.”
“He must be happy about that,” Helena said.
“I imagine so,” I agreed. “And that’s not all. The cashier I mentioned was Izzy. She had a motive, too. She couldn’t stand Gwen’s bullying any longer, and even though she desperately needs her paycheck for college, she felt forced to quit her job. But with Gwen gone, Izzy still has her job and is going to college as planned. She was also in the store the night Gwen was killed.”
Everyone was quiet for a moment, digesting the news. We’d have to put our heads together to determine what to do with these facts. 
“Okay then,” Raquel said. “We have two suspects, maybe three, if we count Harvey. Wait. Addie, you said Harvey was going to give his Cubbitt shares to Tobias for his birthday. If Tobias knew that, he may not have been as motivated to get Gwen out of the picture.”
“Good point,” I said. “Even if his father believed the gift would be a surprise, Tobias might have known about it. Secrets are hard to keep. Tobias was desperate, so maybe another family member, like his mother, told him about the gift so he wouldn’t feel so bad.”
“That’s a good point, too,” said Sita. “My mother would do that. So, maybe our first step is to find out if Tobias knew about the shares before Gwen was killed.”
Helena raised her hand. “I’ll look after that. My mom was friends with Gwen’s mom. I often chatted to Tobias about his grandmother, so we have a good rapport.”
“I don’t think we should talk to murder suspects alone,” I said. “My work schedule is flexible, so I’ll go with you.”
“Great!” Raquel said. “Thank you, guys. I appreciate y’all coming together for Pete.”
“Of course, we would,” said Helena. “We love Pete, too.”
I thought of something else I could do. “Since we think someone framed Pete, that means the murderer had to plant the skewer on Pete’s boat. I’ll ask Garnet if he’s seen Tobias, Harvey, or Izzy at the club lately. Garnet doesn’t miss much.”
“Good idea,” said Raquel. “I guess there’s no security cameras at the club.”
“There is one,” I said. “But it’s pointed at the docks. Pete’s boat would be out of view.”
Raquel sat back and smiled. “I think we’ve made a good start.”
We talked a bit more about Sita’s upcoming vacation plans, then it was time to go. 
As I was leaving, Helena nudged me. “Hey, I met your tall, dark, and hot friend from the club. He came into the bookstore today. You didn’t tell me about him!”
“What? Who are you talking about?”
“Is there more than one drop-dead gorgeous hunk of man over there? Killian.” She fanned herself. “And I’ll tell you something. He likes you, Addie. Couldn’t stop talking about you when I told him we were friends. Don’t worry, I played you up. Told him how talented you are—plant whisperer.”
My mouth fell open. 
“You can thank me when he asks about your magic plant fertilizer ’cause he’s definitely interested. I think he was looking for a reason to break the ice and come talk to you.”
I swallowed. Oh, he was going to come talk to me all right, but I didn’t think it would be ice getting broken, especially if Helena called my fertilizer magic. “Thanks, Helena. I’ll keep a watch for him.” I hoped my voice didn’t sound as faint as I felt.
“Hey, if you need a buffer, a little support because you’ve not dated anyone in who knows how long, let me know. I’ll happily be your third wheel. He’s my new fantasy.” She fluffed her long, sandy hair.
Why was Helena fantasizing about other men? I hoped her marriage was okay. “Helena! Will you stop? Don’t fantasize about Killian. Do not! Seriously. And if you must know, I have been on a date or two over the last decade and learned I’m happier on my own. And just so we’re on the same page, I’d rather keep my distance from Killian.”
“Okay. Okay,” she said, giving me an incredulous look. “You don’t have to marry the guy. Just have a little fun.” She bumped my hip and fluttered her eyelashes.
This was a side of Helena I hadn’t seen. 
Sita set her knitting basket on the shelf behind the couch and joined us by the door. “Oh, I almost forgot. Addie, the next time we get together, can you please bring the recipe for those cookies you made last weekend? That’s got to be the best chocolate chip cookie I’ve ever had.”
“It is a good recipe,” I said. “Sure.” 
“The next time we meet, I hope it’s out on the deep, blue sea on Addie’s boat,” Raquel said. “Are you getting close to leaving the dock?”
Nerves fluttered to life at the thought of commandeering my thirty-four-foot boat. “I’m closer than I was two months ago,” I said, smiling. “Everything has taken longer than I thought. Maybe I do need a little push to take that first step.”
“You could ask an experienced sailor to come with us the first time,” Helena said. “Do you know anyone?”
I rolled my eyes, not taking her Killian bait. 
We tidied up and said goodbye. Helena insisted on driving me to the club since it was dark, and we believed Gwen’s murderer was still at large. 
“Thanks for the ride,” I said.
“Anytime. I’ll watch from here until you’re safely on board. So, which boat is Kill—?”
“Stop! I’m not telling. Get that guy out of your head, my friend.” I shook my finger at her, teasingly, and said good night.
Dock lights and a nearly full moon provided a safe passage to the boats floating gently in the dark. I planned to put on my pajamas and watch an episode or three of Grace and Frankie. That show made me laugh. 
Walking along the dock, I was a little apprehensive about seeing Killian, so when I saw an empty slip where he’d been earlier, relief swept over me. He was gone. For good? I didn’t know if I could be that lucky.
As I reached the bow of my boat, I turned and waved at Helena. She flashed her headlights and took off.
That’s when I noticed a dark, lean figure standing at the end of my finger dock, looking out over the water. I stopped short as he turned. Okay, I am not lucky, not one little bit.
“Hello, Killian.” I would not let him intimidate me. “Did you lose your boat?”
He gave a clipped laugh. “Not at all. It’s out on a mooring. I don’t tie Enchanted to docks any more than necessary. It’s better for her to move freely.”
It took me a second to realize he was talking about his boat. “Enchanted, huh? That’s original.” 
He looked toward the moorings. “It suits her.” 
Something moved in the shadows on the deck of my boat, giving me a start. It let loose a meow. Sundance took a step toward me, keeping up his mewling demand, while looking over his shoulder at Killian. 
“I don’t think he likes you,” I said. “I’ve got to get inside. Hope you have an enchanted evening.”
I’d turned away from him to step onto my boat when suddenly Killian was right beside me, leaning close to speak in my ear. “I’ve chatted with a few of your customers, Adelaide, and learned there’s good reason to be concerned about you. I don’t believe your Aunt Fiona has adequate skills to serve as your mentor.”
No? Well, that makes two of us. I’d thought she was going to smooth things over with him. “I don’t appreciate you talking to my customers. People are going to think there’s something wrong.” Flustered, I knew that was a poor comeback, as proved a second later.
“There is something wrong. Helena’s bookstore has morphed into a jungle. Birds are flocking to Felicity whenever she leaves her house. But that’s not the worst of it.”
It gets worse? “It’s not?” I swallowed and grappled to keep my composure. I pictured him with bunny ears and a pink fluffy tail. This kind of visualizing had worked in the past when dealing with intimidating people.
He slowly shook his head, pinning me with his sharp gaze. Bunny ears! “I understand you’re new to the Coven, but you really don’t want to lie to an agent. It’s forbidden to cause mortals injury or disease. Is that your intention, Adelaide? To use humans as your playthings?”
“What? Are you out of your mind? That’s ridiculous.” I was so defensive; I was answering before thinking. Whatever he thought I’d done, I wouldn’t accept responsibility for actions I hadn’t known I was committing. “Listen, Killian, I didn’t ask for this witchy power or curse or whatever it is. I don’t even want it, yet I’m doing my best to get it under control, and you accusing me of hurting my customers isn’t helping. If you tell me how to fix whatever has gone wrong, I’ll do it.”
“If I knew what had gone wrong, I’d fix it myself. We don’t know what powers you possess. That’s why I’m here to investigate. Your ignorance is only acceptable to a point, and we’re reaching the end of that point. What are you doing to get this under control?” 
I swallowed. What had I done? What could I do? “I’ve shut down my business, that’s what. It doesn’t sound like you have any idea what it’s like to be a normal human who’s just learned something incredibly fantastical in a world where scammers are out to get people every day. There’s no proof I’ve caused any of these bizarre events. Why should I believe anything you say?” 
He narrowed his gaze, piercingly. “We both know better than that. I can see the magic in you, so you must feel it.”
I hesitated. He was right. I did feel something. Hyper-energized, as if I could run a marathon. My ears hummed with energy. “That’s magic?”
“It’s short-sighted of you to behave as if your magic only affects your products. We don’t know—” He cocked his head as if he could hear the energy buzzing around inside me, too. “I’m needed elsewhere.” Was he communicating telepathically with someone? 
“You’ve got three days,” he said. Then he vanished. 
His sudden disappearance was so startling, my knees nearly gave out. Not only telepathic but teleportable, if that was a word, but my heart pounded too loudly in my ears for me to think clearly.
Three days to do what? This was really happening. And it was happening to me. 
I wanted to hole up somewhere and hide. But how could I keep my distance from someone who seemed to teleport wherever he wished? There was no escaping this, whatever this was.
Three days.
I had to own my magic before it owned me.




Chapter 14
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I needed a plan to manage whatever was bubbling to life inside me— magic!—so the next morning, I dropped in on Aunt Fiona. After hauling her out of bed, I waited an hour for her to shower and coif. Honestly, I didn’t know what could take a witch so long to make herself presentable when we were going no farther than Heron Point. Apparently, her powers didn’t include snap hairdos.
Finally, we got outside and started walking until we reached the boulders buffering the tip of the point from the waves beating the shoreline. As a kid, I’d never appreciated living by the ocean, but I sure appreciated it now. The sounds of waves rolling in and out over the beach were as soothing as a Swedish massage, and I needed soothing in my life right now.
We sat facing Whalesback Rock, where we could have a private conversation. I filled in Fiona on what Killian said. “Last night, after Killian disappeared into thin air, I did some thinking and came to a few conclusions. It’s not sensible to deny or resist my astonishing ancestry, no matter how unthinkable it is. I need to understand and embrace whatever supernatural powers I have before I hurt someone. And I have to admit, it would be real handy to teleport like Killian does. Can you teach me how to do that?”
She snorted. “No. I’ve never heard of a Cross witch who could teleport. We need to work with and build up your special talents.”
That was too bad. I’d already fantasized about visiting Scandinavia in the blink of an eye. It was on my travel bucket list. “Killian said the effects of whatever magic I possess are not limited to my BE products. What do you think he means by that?”
“As far as I understand, your intentions direct the magic into bespelling the ingredients in your potions, so people have to use your product to be affected by your magic. I think my grandmother Jeanette’s magic worked this way, or maybe it was her grandmother.” Fiona shrugged as if it had never been important to her.
I wanted to know more about the Cross family, but I also wanted to stay on topic, so I wouldn’t ask questions about them now. “I made cookies for Sita, and now she’s going on an African safari. She hasn’t left the state since she came here over twenty years ago. It’s like she’s experienced a personality change. She even said she’d surprised everyone with this news because she’s always been anxious and now suddenly she’s got the courage to leave home.”
Fiona adjusted the brim of her sun hat, keeping her face shadowed. “Well, that’s wonderful, isn’t it? I’ve always said the purpose of life is to put yourself out there, have new experiences, and broaden your perspective. I’d say you’ve done Sita a favor.” She took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “You have a good heart, Addie. Your magic is going to do marvelous things for people.”
That was exactly what I needed to hear. The prospect of helping people get over their fears gave me a thrill. If I could get this under control, I could make a real positive difference in people’s lives. “As long as I don’t turn anyone else green.”
“Indeed. Don’t you worry. I won’t leave you in the cold like Killian did. I’m here to help. I’ve already decided on the best course of action. We’re going to practice with something innocuous.”
I decided not to point out that she had left me in the cold, and she hadn’t exactly given me any coping skills to deal with all this since she arrived in Whalesback Cove. She could have tried to find me years ago before my fiftieth birthday, but it sounded like she’d been too busy yachting with the Shah. I didn’t know Fiona well enough yet to understand what had truly motivated her to find me now, but I’d figure it out eventually. 
“Killian says I have three days to get my magic under control.”
“Yes, I’m aware. I’ve been in touch with coven admin.”
“Oh? How did you do that if you can’t teleport? I picture the Coven in another dimension—somewhere the average human can’t mistakenly visit.”
She screwed up her face. “No. I arranged a Zoom call and talked to Ryleigh in her kitchen.”
That was a little disappointing. The commonness of a Zoom call in someone’s kitchen made the Coven seem undistinguished.
“Ryleigh confirmed that Killian does not work for CAB, at least not exclusively. He’s contracted as an investigator.”
“To investigate me?” I asked.
“Well, cupcake, his job is to protect humans from magic. He gets involved when a human suffers at the hands of a witch.”
“I don’t like the sound of that. I didn’t know I was a witch.”
“That’s one reason I called the Coven—to be sure they’re aware of your special situation. They’re still waiting on Killian’s report.”
“Weren’t they already aware of my special situation?”
“Yes, and no. There’s a record of the Cross-family history, but it wouldn’t have been on anyone’s radar until things went awry. Then, the first thing the Coven did was send an investigator. Think about this way. If you get into a car accident, the police will show up and investigate what happened. They’ll check your record, then decide what to do with you. The officer may not care if you made an innocent mistake, not if you hurt someone.”
I sighed, uncomfortable with this entire process, remembering the Coven had locked up witches for hurting humans. “So, I’m still under investigation for an honest mistake. What else does Killian want from me?”
“When humans are affected, the bureau initially assumes the magic was done on purpose.”
“Guilty until proven innocent, huh?”
She shrugged. “Killian will make a judgment call and decide if you’ve proved yourself innocent of malice. I called the Coven to be sure Ryleigh knew you had no contact with the Cross side of the family—at least to my knowledge. It’s not like the Coven keeps a running account of every witch’s life. Who has the resources for that?”
Again, I thought it would have been nicer if Fiona had showed up before my fiftieth birthday. I couldn’t help wondering why she’d come at all. “I haven’t had any contact with the Cross family. You’re it.”
“I believe you, Adelaide. Killian is going by the book. He has let you know you’re being investigated, and he’s stated the consequences. I actually think he likes you.”
I gave a soft snort. “Why do you think that?”
“Because he’s giving you time to get things under control before he submits his report. They don’t do that for everyone, you know.”
“Lucky me,” I grumbled.
“So, let’s get to work, shall we? You’ll practice on me. That’ll keep everybody safe.”
That was nice of her to be my guinea pig. “Oh? Your powers won’t counteract whatever my measly powers can do?”
“Nope.” Fiona reached into the Versace bag beside her and drew out a small box. I recognized the artisan chocolate from a local shop, Cocoa Cove. Each piece of chocolate was a work of art. She set the box beside her on the rock. “You said you feel an energy inside you. Do you feel it at the moment?”
Now that I’d turned my attention to it, I could feel a soft vibration running through my body. “I think so. It’s subtle, and I’m pretty sure I’ve been feeling it since my birthday.”
“Okay, good. Now, focus your attention on that energy until you feel it grow.”
I did. It wasn’t difficult. As soon as I paid attention to the feeling, the energy intensified and became a hum in my ears. “Okay, it’s humming.”
She opened the box of chocolates. They looked like tiny stained-glass windows. “Take a chocolate and think of nothing except this wee wrinkle here on my face.” She brushed her dark hair from her forehead and pointed at a minor crease. “Envision this furrow smoothing out and disappearing completely. Try directing that thought at the chocolate, so it becomes infused with your magic.”
“Oh brother. It figures we’d start with a Botox treatment.” Still, I did what she said, envisioning my intention infusing the chocolate, then handed it to her. I supposed we were doing this because I’d been unintentionally bespelling my products this way, then affecting the people who’d used them.
She dropped it into her mouth and moaned happily. “Your mother’s magic held people at their present age.”
I let that news settle in me for a few moments as I imagined what it would have been like for my mother to have a gift like that. People had sought the fountain of youth since the beginning of time. “So that’s why you look like you’re still in your forties.”
She smiled and winked. “It was your mother’s gift to me.”
Hmm. I wondered if Fiona had taken more than she gave. Had my mother ever asked Fiona to look out for me or Nathan? “Was that hard for her? Did people know she had that gift?”
“Not that I knew of. Joyce was a quiet person. She didn’t like to be around people and was most at peace when she was alone, so there was little opportunity for her to affect anyone.”
“Maybe she’d suffered from social anxiety.”
“We didn’t know about those things, Addie, but it’s possible. So, anything?” Fiona lowered her head, presenting her forehead.
“No. It’s still there. But I wouldn’t worry about it. Other than that one fine line, you’re pretty much wrinkle free.”
“I was hoping to keep it that way.”
Was that why Fiona sought me out? To be her new fountain of youth? I banished the thought. Although she’d shown up later than I would have wished, Fiona had shown up and she was my way to learning how to harness and employ this power of mine. And I’d learned a difficult lesson about my thoughts and intentions.
“What’s your magical specialty, Fiona?”
She smiled, but it looked forced. “Oh, I’ve been somewhat of a good luck charm, but we need to concentrate on you.”
That was true. I turned my attention back to solving my own problem. I could worry about Fiona’s motives later. “So, either we’ve not waited long enough for my magic to work, or it doesn’t work through chocolate. Maybe I have to make the product like I did with BE. Or another possibility is that my magic doesn’t work on your wrinkles.”
She stood and brushed off her geometric patterned capris. “My bet is on you making the product. So, go back to that boat of yours and whip up a . . . ooh, there’s a pâtisserie in Paris that makes the most scrumptious almond croissants. I’d love one of those. Be sure to keep your intentions on this wrinkle.” She pointed to her forehead. “I’m going to book a massage—”
“I’m not making almond croissants, and you’re not having a massage until we figure this out. Please. Come with me to Nessie. I’ll make you a smoothie.”
Her perfectly painted mulberry lips formed a pout, but then she returned to her cheery self. “Fine. And cheese and crackers would go nicely with that. I hope you know how to buy an exceptional cheese.”
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I rolled my eyes and handed her the smoothie. How desperately vain does a person have to be to risk an untried, cursed magic on their face?
I watched as Fiona sucked the smoothie up the straw. Oh dear. It looked like the crease on her forehead was getting more pronounced. It morphed into a crevice and then it grew like cracks in the mud.
“Uh-oh,” I said, grimacing. “On the upside, it looks like I do have powers!”
A look of horror smoothed out the crevice a bit. “What do you mean, uh-oh?” Fiona whacked her hip on the edge of the counter as she scrambled into the head where the mirror hung.
I have freakin’ powers!
Fiona shrieked. “What have you done to my face?” She whipped away from the mirror and looked at me, scowling. “What kind of intention did you set?”
Had I set an intention? Shoot. I’d been thinking about her vanity. “Oops. I’m sorry, Fiona. I might have had an unfavorable thought. Not on purpose! I’m new at this. I forgot to focus.” 
Her eyes bulged. Was that my doing? “Can you not do that to your eyes?”
Her gaze turned needle sharp, and her voice dropped an octave. “Is this better?”
I cringed, remembering that she had powers, too. “No.” I stepped away in what might have been a slither. If I could fit, I would have hidden under the table with Sundance. 
I’m a witch! Obviously, I’d not controlled my intention very well while mixing Fiona’s smoothie, but I would work on that. I could see how this could be dangerous, though. I’d have to be very careful when handling food or BE products meant for others. Actually, I’d need to really pay attention to my thoughts. There was no room for error, and until I had things under control, I couldn’t prepare anything for anyone.
She swiped her hair across her forehead to hide the new crease in her forehead. 
“Please don’t retaliate,” I said when she came toward me. “It was a mistake. I can probably fix it.”
“Probably? No, thank you, and you can relax. I don’t retaliate.” She took a deep breath. “Not against family.”
“That’s good news. In that case, I’ll let you take care of your own forehead re-sculpting, not that you need to. You’re positively gorgeous, and I’m not just saying that to butter you up.”
She shook her head. “The Cross magic doesn’t work like that.”
“What do you mean? How does it work?”
“The Cross magic is cursed so that a witch can only perform magic on others, not herself. You can grant the wishes of other people, but not your own. You can’t use your power for personal gain.”
I deflated at that news, not that I’d had time to envision much in the way of personal gain besides travel and housecleaning. “Oh. I’m glad you shared that, or I might have all kinds of fantasies going on in my head.”
She picked up the little wooden sailboat Pete had carved for me and ran her fingers over the smooth wood. For a second, I pictured all the little wooden town shops he’d made set up like a quaint village under the tree at Christmas time. I was glad Raquel had put them somewhere safe and wondered if I could somehow use my magical powers to prove Pete innocent. 
Fiona put the boat down on the chart table. “There are ways to make your magic benefit you, but you need to practice. Then you can do all kinds of wonderful things.” She opened my fridge locker, peered inside, then closed it. Not impressed with my selection, I supposed. “You have no champagne for us to celebrate?”
“I don’t keep champagne on ice, and even if I did—it’s ten-thirty in the morning. Maybe your drinking problem is a good place for me to start doing wonderful things.” 
She pointed her finger at me. “You leave my drinking out of this.”
I didn’t know what she could do with that finger, so I agreed. I had so many questions. “You said we inherit the Cross magic. I don’t have children. Does that mean the magic dies with me?”
“No. It passes to one of your nieces—Nathan’s daughters.”
It was strange to hear her talk about my brother with familiarity. “Have you met Nathan and his daughters?”
“I saw him often before you were born, but I’ve not seen him in a long time. Your mother talked about her granddaughters.” A stab of grief and rejection hit at the thought of my mother having been in contact with Nathan and his family, but not with me, as if it really was me she’d wanted to avoid. As if I wasn’t good enough. 
“So, she knew Nathan had children. Did she meet them? Did she know he moved to New Zealand?”  
“She did. Yes, but I don’t think she met them.”
“Did she know I lived in Chicago?”
“She always knew your whereabouts—yours and Nathan’s.”
Irritation flared up inside me. “Yet she stayed away from me. Even knowing I’d have to deal with this Cross curse when I turned fifty. Did she ever feel the need to warn me about it?”
Fiona was silent for a moment, staring at me as if trying to decide what to say next. 
Sundance leapt onto the bench, startling me for a second. I watched as he kneaded my cushion into his bed. “Don’t do that.” I said, in a harsher tone than I wanted, as I stopped his razor-sharp claws from turning my old cushions into fluff. With enough stuff to replace on this old boat, I didn’t want to add reupholstering to the list. 
Don’t worry about cushions. There’s nothing wrong with you. You are valued. You are loved. 
I sat beside the cat and ran my hand down his back, feeling surprisingly comforted and reassured by the positive thoughts that had popped into my head. 
“Sorry, please go on,” I said to Fiona.
“Your mom had decided to approach you, Adelaide, but then . . . the accident. I’m sorry I don’t have better news for you. Perhaps the good news is I won’t keep you in the dark like your parents did. I no longer must abide by their wishes.”
Right. Because my parents were dead. So, she’d kept her distance because my parents wanted it that way. My chest tightened. A part of me felt betrayed by my parents, even though they thought they were doing what was best for me and Nathan. My mother stayed away knowing I’d have to face cursed magic one day. And Fiona had been too busy living the high life to intervene.
She slid back the door of my meager pantry. “Ah, there it is,” she said, referring to the martini fixings she’d left behind. “Pass me a glass, will you?”
I shook my head in dismay but reached behind me for a glass. It wasn’t my job to manage her alcohol intake.
“Remind me to give you a ship-warming gift. Crystal glasses.”
My dishes were plastic and stainless steel. “I was worried about breakage. I don’t know how tipsy the boat will be when I get her out onto rougher water, but not too rough.” 
Fiona waved away my explanation as she splashed gin into the glass. “Joyce had good reasons to stay away.”
I’d wanted to know this my entire life. I clutched my hands together. My fingernails bit into my palm as I acknowledged I might not like what she had to say. “What good reasons?”
She stared out a porthole for a moment, making me wonder if she was going to tell me the truth about my mom. “It was your father’s fault. He threatened her, then he not only ran her out of town, he moved across the country. That’s why she left, and that’s why she stayed away. If he’d seen her again, or if he ever found out she’d approached you, he was going to throw her in jail. If you need someone to blame for her absence, it was him.”
My body went numb. This made no sense. “That—that can’t be true. He was devastated when she left.”
“How do you know that? You were two years old.” 
“I know it because he told me.”
She nodded, opened the vermouth, and covered the gin. “He told you what he wanted you to believe. Not the truth.”
For my father, there were no gray areas when it came to the law. No exceptions. No leniency. “What had she done that he had reason to throw her in jail?”
“Nothing. He said he’d plant enough evidence on her of a crime that would lock her away for a long time.”
There was no way he’d do that. She must have been the one who didn’t tell the truth. “I don’t believe that. My father would never have broken the law. He was incorruptible. Everyone would have said that about him.”
She gulped her martini. “Everyone has a tipping point, cupcake. Even your beloved father. Maybe, in his warped mind, he thought he needed to protect you.”
I was about to say, protect me from what? But the words came to a bottleneck in my throat. I swallowed as a possibility struck. “Did my father know my mother was a witch?” That would have been cause for concern, to say the least.
Another swig of her martini. “I don’t think so. At least your mother didn’t say he did, and it’s not a conclusion your father would have arrived at naturally.”
“His wife, Marjatta, said he was afraid of my mother. And Sheriff Blythe said my father’s partner had been looking into my mother’s disappearance.” Did that mean there was more to my mother’s leaving than my father let on?
Fiona’s eyes rose in surprise. “That’s not what your mother said. She was fearful enough of your father to leave town and stay away.”
“There are always two sides to a story. According to what you’ve told me about the Cross curse, women don’t come into their powers until the age of fifty. She was forty-two when she had me—a surprise baby. She wouldn’t have had any powers that might have frightened my father.”
“Yes, that’s true.”
“So, what happened, after eighteen years of marriage and two children, that would have had my dad so freaked out that he’d fabricate evidence to get rid of his wife? And why wouldn’t he have been honest with me about that? Maybe not when I was a kid, but as an adult?” 
“I wish I could tell you.”
“Oh, come on, Fiona. Are you saying my mother never told you what happened? You didn’t ask?”
She polished off the rest of her drink and looked at the clock on my wall. “I wasn’t the best sister, Adelaide, and I’m sorry about that. I can’t change the past, so I’m doing what I can to make up for it now—by being here to help and support you.”
Was that truly why she was here, or did she want me to keep her wrinkle-free? Still, it was difficult to argue about miscommunication between siblings when I didn’t talk to my brother. I was going to have to change that because I needed to warn my nieces about their inherited curse. What a conversation that will be. The parallels didn’t escape me between Fiona arriving in my life as a stranger with an unimaginable claim and me doing the same to the nieces I’d never met.
“I’ve got to run,” she said. “I’m looking into that idol you found.”
The clay figurine. “What do you think it is?”
“It could be a charm or a talisman.”
Oh, how my world was changing. “Seriously? You think it’s what? Bespelled?”
“Maybe. Or it could be ancient. Someone may have forged it for protection or luck. I’d like to know how it found its way to you.”
“Sundance brought it home.”
Fiona cast a suspicious glance at the sleeping cat curled up at the end of the bench. “No one has claimed that cat?”
“No, not yet.” I had to admit it seemed strange that in a small town where everybody knew everyone’s business, no one knew who owned Sundance. No one except Pete, that is, and he’d been wrong.
“Hmm,” she said.
“What?”
She shook her head. “Nothing. I’ll see you later, Adelaide.”
I was about to protest since it seemed she was making a habit out of dropping bombshells on me then leaving, but I was too overwhelmed at the moment to think clearly. But once I’d rested up, I fully intended to get every ounce of information I needed from my long-lost aunt.





Chapter 15
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The next morning, I was refilling my water tanks when I noticed Garnet working on his boat over on the next dock. I had a question for him, so when I’d put away the hose, I walked over to talk to him.  
“Good morning, Garnet,” I said as I approached. He was removing the canopy that provided shade over the cockpit. “You look busy.”
“Sailing isn’t for lazy people, as I’m sure you’re figuring out. I’ve got a broken strap, so I’m gonna take it up to the clubhouse to repair.”
“Do we have a community sewing machine?”
“Yep. I can show you how to use it.” 
“Thanks. I’m okay for now. I’ve got a few tears to repair in my screens, but I don’t think a sewing machine will help with that.” My boat had come with a custom dodger suited with screened window panels that zipped into place, so I had a fully enclosed cockpit. I appreciated having this extra room to use in inclement weather, so I didn’t feel cooped up down below in the cabin, and it kept the bugs out.
“I have a question for you, not about the boat, for once,” I said. “Do you know Harvey and Tobias Cubbitt?”
“Sure do,” he said, leaning an arm against a metal frame.
“Have you seen either of them at the club? Maybe near Pete’s boat?”
He looked over at the abandoned sailboat and shook his head. “Nope. I don’t recall the last time Pete had a visitor.”
That was sad. “So, I guess you haven’t seen Izzy over there either. She’s a cashier from the market.” 
“No, I haven’t. The sheriff talked to me and some of the other members about Pete. From what I heard, no one saw anything suspicious. Pete’s arrest surprised me as much as everyone else.”
“Surprise seems to be everyone’s reaction. Anyway, thanks, Garnet. Good luck with your repairs.”
“You, too.”
I was antsy and could use a walk. Heading along the shore, I stopped when I saw Killian’s boat Enchanted out on the water. The wind was blowing offshore. I could see him winching up the mainsail, the massive canvas snapping, then filling with wind. Go for a long sail, Killian, and never come back. I knew that was wishful thinking. I’d see his face again in two days. 
I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to prove to him I had my magic powers under control. Was it enough that I’d furrowed Fiona’s brow and had now experienced how my thoughts directed my magic? And that wasn’t the only thing I’d learned. Now I knew people weren’t affected by my magic unless they ingested my enchanted offering, or I guess, applied it to their skin like Gwen had done. So, as long as I didn’t offer anything to anyone, I would do no harm. But I couldn’t do any good this way either. What was the point of having magical powers if I couldn’t use them?
Eager to get on top of this, I called Fiona to see what she thought about the next steps. My call went to voicemail, so I left her a message. 
Out on the water, Enchanted sailed past Whalesback Rock, leaving the cove. I intended to point out to Killian that most of my customers raved about my products, citing only positive results. Granted, I’d made these products before I’d turned fifty, so they wouldn’t have been magicked. From now on, though, maybe I could keep things simple and make a batch of body lotion. Or I guess potion was the more accurate term. Everything should be fine as long as I kept my intentions as pure as my ingredients. It wouldn’t be difficult. My intentions were always to create an all-natural lotion that was good for the body.
Enchanted rounded the rock and disappeared behind it, heading south. One day, that would be Nessie under wind power. Hopefully soon. As soon as I got up my nerve. I had to learn to sail one day, or I’d never leave the dock.
My phone rang. It was Helena.
“Addie, can you get over here right away?” she said in a hushed voice. “Tobias is in the bookstore.”
“I’ll be there in five.” I disconnected and booted it over to Pages. When I burst through the door, I was breathing hard. From behind the cash counter, Helena motioned me over.
“Is he still here?” I whispered.
“Yes. He’s in the Arts and Photography section.”
“Okay. How are we going to do this?”
She rattled off her idea, which seemed as good as any. We found Tobias leafing through a hardcover book. At the sounds of our approach, he looked up. He was a heavy-set man with almost no neck, short black hair, and his father’s round face. My gaze flickered over the bowtie sitting under his chin, an interesting fashion choice for a man who was probably in his late thirties.
“We’ve got a brilliant book on basic photography,” Helena said to me. “Oh, hi there, Tobias. Hey, do you two know each other?” She introduced us. “Adelaide was my neighbor when we were kids. She would have been a few years ahead of us in school, Tobias, so you might not have known each other.”
“No, we didn’t hang out in the same circles, but I sure knew your father,” Tobias said, then he flushed pink. “Not that I was a troublemaker or anything. We’d have the odd shoplifter at Cubbitt’s, so we knew the sheriff.”
He’d just given me the perfect segue. “Speaking of fathers, I had a pleasant chat with your dad the other day.” I did a quick calculation. It had been three days ago, so Tobias had his birthday. “I believe happy birthday is in order.” 
Smiling, he leaned toward us. He seemed relaxed and open, but I had no baseline to judge his behavior and didn’t know his usual mannerisms. “Thank you very much,” he said. “We had a nice family dinner on the weekend. Lots of birthday cake.” He sucked in his tummy. “Not that I need cake.”
“Oh, stop that,” said Helena. “You look just fine.”
He rolled his eyes. “Sure. Sure, yeah thanks.”
“Your dad was pretty excited about a special birthday gift,” I said, feeling awkward about bringing this up. When Harvey told me about the shares, he likely expected me to keep it to myself, but since we were trying to catch a murderer, discretion was out the window.
“Oh, he told you about those shares, did he? He sure was excited about them.” Tobias’s gleeful grin suggested he was pretty excited, too.  
“I hope it was a surprise,” I said.
“Biggest surprise of my life,” he responded, without missing a beat. “I’m not going to lie. I was lost without a job. I’m not like my old man. I need a reason to get up in the morning and to feel that I accomplished something during the day. If I don’t have some kind of routine, I get anxious.”
“I’m happy you’re back to work and in charge,” Helena said. “I imagine your staff is happy about that, too. Not to speak ill of the dead, but I knew Gwen could be difficult. Last year, she flat-out told me she’d called the property bylaw office because my hedge crept six inches onto the sidewalk. We would have trimmed it if she’d simply asked.”
He put down the book he’d been holding and crossed his arms over his chest. “Doesn’t surprise me. Most people go for a walk to get exercise. She patrolled the neighborhood with a notebook looking for infractions. She loved to boss people around.” Meaning, he didn’t like being bossed around, I figured, from his bitter tone. Gwen’s ironhandedness must have contributed to his resignation.
“Still, I’m sorry for your loss, Tobias,” I said. “I suppose it gives you solace to know the police think they found her killer, although some people don’t think Pete is the guilty party.” 
He bit his lip and pulled at his collar. Tobias might be feeling guilty about something himself. At the very least, he was more uncomfortable than moments before. “I don’t know why anyone would think that. She complained about his boat being an eyesore, and I kinda agreed with her on that one.” Tobias pointed at his head. “Pete’s not all that stable, if you ask me. Probably PTSD from being in war zones most of his life.”
“That’s not true,” said Helena, on the defensive. “He’s not unstable. He’s poor because he was never fairly compensated for his injuries, and he has no family for support.”
I felt a little dizzy and rooted myself to the ground. A scene flashed into my mind’s eye. I saw a teen-aged Tobias doing dishes, soap suds sloshing over pudgy hands. He was trying hard, trying to pick up the slack from his missing father. Tobias didn’t want his mother to be so tired all the time. I could feel his resentment toward his dad, but overriding this emotion was his desperate need to get the job done efficiently. He felt responsible for his family and was driven to do whatever was necessary to provide for his loved ones, a common characteristic among children with an emotionally immature parent.
The vision faded, leaving me feeling a bit discombobulated, but not dizzy any longer, thankfully. What was happening to me? And why had I seen that moment in Tobias’s life?
Helena had been speaking, but I’d missed whatever she said.
Tobias lifted his hands in defense. “Okay, okay. We’ve all got our opinions. Anyway, it’s nice to meet you, Adelaide. I gotta get going. Hope to see you at the market.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” I said, still wondering about the relevancy of the vision. If it was vital to him to take care of his family, then he could have been overwhelmed with feelings of remorse, anger, and blame when Gwen practically forced him to quit his job. 
“Thanks for coming in,” Helena said, waving at his back as he left. 
She took the book he’d been reading and shelved it in place. “I don’t know what to glean from that conversation.”
“I don’t have a strong opinion either,” I admitted. “He’s bitter toward his aunt, but that’s not surprising.”
“No, it’s not. He’d have to be an accomplished yogi to have been unaffected when Gwen hired that manager over him.”
“Agreed.” 
Was there a purpose to my visions? Was I supposed to extrapolate his childhood desperation into a motive for murder?
“He doesn’t have a warm spot for Pete and didn’t like the idea of us questioning his guilt,” I said, trying to reason things out. “Maybe because as long as they have Pete locked up, Tobias knows he got away with murder. Or he could just believe Pete is guilty like the sheriff does.”
Helena nodded. “Sure, but even with the evidence the sheriff found, which we think the actual killer planted, if I had to choose between Tobias and Pete’s motives for killing Gwen, Tobias wins hands down. I think he appears guiltier than Pete ever did. Getting those shares from his father surprised Tobias—biggest surprise of my life—he said. So, if he’d not seen them coming, it sure would have been the biggest surprise of his life if he’d killed Gwen specifically to get his job back.”
I had to agree, but my gut wasn’t convinced either way, probably because I’d never tried to read someone for having a propensity to murder. 
“I have a new respect for Sheriff Blythe and detectives in general,” I admitted. “It’s difficult trying to tell a truth from a lie. We’ve come up with some reasonable deductions, but I don’t think we’re any farther ahead proving Pete didn’t kill Gwen.”
“I know,” said Helena, looking dismal. “Raquel and Sita are going to talk to Izzy. Maybe she’ll say something that will help. If everyone is free tomorrow night, Sita said we can compare notes at The Knotty Shop after she closes.”
“Okay. Sounds good.” We said goodbye. I needed groceries, so as I walked the block to Cubbitt’s, I thought about the vision I’d just experienced. Was it related to the murder I was trying to solve, or did that scene with the dishes come to me so I could use my magic to help Tobias understand it was never his job to make up for his carefree father? What had he given up or ignored to fill his father’s role? What if I gave him a potion—maybe a smoothie—concocted with the intention that he become his authentic self? Wouldn’t that mean a happier life for Tobias? If he wasn’t a murderer!
Wait. Even if he was a murderer. Yes. Everybody benefited from healing emotional wounds. This was something I’d always wished for when I’d worked in social services.
If my visions were insights into the maladies people most needed to heal, I could make that road to healing smooth sailing. Smooth sailing. That sounded like a good name for a smoothie made by a sailor.
I thought about Sita deciding to travel to Africa. I couldn’t remember what I’d been thinking the day I made cookies for her, but I’d often wished I could help her manage her over-active fears and anxiety. Had my cookies delivered more than just a sugar-high? What if I’d baked in a dose of courage? There’d been times I would have loved to have given a woman the courage she needed to protect herself and change her life.
I had the potential to make enormous differences in people’s lives—as soon as I learned not to turn people green. First, I needed to know why that had happened and trust it wouldn’t happen again. And how would I prove to Killian I had my magic under control? It scared me to think I could lose my abilities before I even understood them if I didn’t figure out how to do no harm.
I was so energized by possibilities; I’d been paying no attention to my route and had walked past Cubbitt’s Market. 




Chapter 16
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I retraced my steps, but as I tried to enter the market, Colby was going out and we did that little dance you do when trying to pass each other. We both went left. Then right. 
He laughed. “I guess I better stay still and let you pass.”
I smiled. “You look pretty happy. Is that because you just finished your shift?”
“Yes, I did, but that’s not the reason.” He leaned toward me and spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “I have a date with Izzy.”
Oh? Izzy must have changed her mind about Colby. “That’s fantastic!” I was happy to hear things were working out between them. At least I was happy as long as Izzy hadn’t murdered Gwen.
“Yes, it is. It was frustrating when she was never saying yes. After everything I’d done for her, it was only fair she gave me a chance. She couldn’t argue with that.”
“Oh, I see.” I guess all the work shifts he’d taken for her and the chocolate eclairs finally paid off. While this didn’t sound like the best of circumstances, I had to give Izzy credit for taking that chance on Colby. “So, what’s your plan?”
“I’m going to take her out on my dad’s fishing boat. She liked that idea. I’m even going to clean it, so it doesn’t smell like fish.”
“Bonus! I hope you both have a wonderful time.”
“Thanks, Adelaide. See you later.”
I finished my shopping without seeing Izzy, so hopefully Raquel had better luck.
My head wasn’t in the right place to focus on Gwen’s murder, anyway. Perhaps I’d better solve my own problems first. I wanted to talk to Fiona about how I might use my magic without side-effects. I only had another day before Killian would come calling and that prospect was giving me twitchy muscles.
Since Fiona hadn’t responded to my earlier message, I sent her a text telling her I was on my way over. 
By the time I arrived at the inn, she still hadn’t responded. I knocked on her door and waited. Nothing. I pressed my ear to the door, but everything was quiet in there. Where was she? 
A ginger feline sauntered out from under a dogwood bush. Sundance meowed loudly and looked up at me.
“Hello, there,” I said. “Are you looking for Fiona, too?”
He meowed again, then turned tail and trotted away.  
“Okay, then. Maybe I’ll see you later,” I called after him, hoping that was the case.
Feeling a little nervous about my missing aunt, I told myself she’d surely be in touch soon. It had only been a couple hours. I would worry myself into a frenzy if I didn’t keep busy. I had engine oil to change, so I stopped at the marine supply store and had an in-depth conversation with a mechanic about the process. Armed with everything I needed, including a how-to YouTube link, I headed back to Nessie. 
On the boat, basking in the shade of the bimini, Sundance looked quite at home. Warmth washed through me at the sight of him. He was starting to feel like a companion.
Then I nearly stepped on his latest offering. The warmth inside me evaporated. He opened an eye when I picked up someone’s thermometer with its thin string dangling and held it up to his face. 
“This is getting embarrassing, Sundance. You’re making me look bad by association.”
He closed his eye, obviously a feline of little remorse and pant-loads of self-importance. I set the thermometer on the table, making a mental note to take it up to the clubhouse after my oil change. Best get started while the instructions were fresh in my mind.
Two hours later, I lugged the stairs back into place over the engine—a block of metal and bolts and hoses and spinny things that now had clean oil! And I’d done it myself. 
You are amazing! After every accomplishment, I tried to remember to tell myself this. I knew how easy it was to beat myself up with inner dialogue, so it was important to celebrate my successes. I even did a little happy dance.
“What have you gotten yourself into now?” 
I looked up to see Fiona standing at the top of the stairs. Thank goodness!
“I changed the engine oil,” I said. “Wait, you are referring to this mess, right?” Tools strewn about. Dirty oil captured in a water jug. Greasy, old towels protecting my old floor. 
“That and the black streak across your face. Isn’t there a man around here to do that for you?”
“I didn’t need it done for me, and I don’t care about black streaks. I just changed oil—words that have never left my lips before Nessie.”
Fiona’s face was still set in a grimace. “Good for you, cupcake.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” I said, dropping a wrench into my toolbox. “Where have you been, by the way? You didn’t respond to my messages.”
“Reception leaves much to be desired out on the ocean, and I was occupied.” She fluttered her eyelashes.
“Charming sailors? Not Garnet, I hope. He’s a good man, a simple man, not a man to be eaten for lunch.”
She glared at me. “Garnet can handle himself, but no. I was with Killian.”
“Wait. What? You’re cavorting with the enemy?”
“Not cavorting. I didn’t like the way he’s been intimidating you. I want us to have the upper hand over Killian.”
“Okay. Come down here,” I said, tossing the dirty towels onto the floor in the aft cabin. “I’ll make you a martini. I want to know everything. Ice?”
With her super-size straw hat in her hand, she came down the stairs, looking lovely as usual in a green, poplin, midi-dress. She set her hat and handbag on the bench. 
“In the autumn of 2006, I spent a good deal of time in Prague with a real-estate developer. What a season that was. That man was worth billions.”
“I can only imagine what life would be like with a billionaire.”
“Oh, it was great fun. We had a symbiotic relationship, you see. He loved to buy me clothes, and I loved to wear them.” She chuckled, looking gleeful at the memory. “One evening, I was out alone, taking in the sights on Charles Bridge. I’d stopped to watch a sunset engagement proposal. These things happened regularly on the bridge and always gave me pleasure. But my dallying meant I had to walk home in the dark.”
I handed her the martini, fashioned as I’d seen her do, and wondered what this story had to do with her and Killian. “Uh-oh. I hope nothing bad happened.”
She took a sip. “Well done. It could have been bad if your aunt wasn’t a world-class charmer. Two young people crept up behind me, but I heard them coming. I spun around, smiling as wide as can be, and before they could say a word, I started in on a short story about a time when a thug tried to rob me on the Rue de Teinturiers in Avignon. I told them I was a witch, and that it hadn’t ended well for the thug, and that to this day, he lives with the overwhelming taste of dog food in his mouth whenever he has a degenerate thought.”
Now it was my turn to grimace. She’d said it with such charisma and confidence that I would have believed her even if I didn’t know she had the power to affect a person’s taste buds. “They believed you’re a witch?” 
“In all likelihood, yes, they did. It’s not what you say, but how you say it.”
“Interesting story, but what does it have to do with Killian?”
“Most everyone is susceptible to charm, cupcake, when you put the full force of your energy behind it. You should remember that.”
It sounded manipulative to me. I didn’t want to criticize or encourage this tactic, so I said nothing.
“Remember the idol you gave me, the faceless woman? It’s been spelled. I believe someone used it to curse your magic, making your powers unruly, and I suspect Killian.”
“What? Why? He’s the one complaining about it.”
“Perhaps he wants to remain relevant. Over the last few years, the Coven has downsized a few of the bureaus. Killian hasn’t been in demand. It seems witches are behaving themselves and have no wish to harm humans.”
I was stunned to think I was the victim of a conspiracy to keep Killian in a job. “What can I do about this?”
“I showed him the idol, and we destroyed it together. I didn’t accuse him of any wrongdoing. That wouldn’t be wise without proof. Instead, I had him agree you’d been unfairly accused.”
Relief washed through me. “So, I’m not under suspicion any longer?”
“Not for intentionally harming humans, but you must make it a priority to tame your powers and then train them. Killian wants to see progress.”
“That’s exactly my intention.” I told her about the vision I’d had when talking to Tobias. I even told her about Smooth Sailing.
“Isn’t that interesting? A clairvoyant. You might be more powerful than I thought.” 
Is that what I was experiencing? Clairvoyance? “I don’t feel powerful,” I said. “I feel lost.” 
“Of course, you do. It’s normal to fear the unknown. We’re going to fix that, so you’ll be comfortable with your craft. Soon, you’ll embrace your powers. I believe that about you.” She said it with such confidence, I almost believed it, too. 
“So, who are we going to practice on?” she asked. “Tobias Cubbitt? Or, I have a better idea. Why don’t you give that sexy sheriff a starry-eyed push in my direction? I don’t usually go for . . . unrefined men, but he’s a whole bowl of eye-candy.”
“You’ve got to be twenty-five years older than him. Not that you look it.” Fiona was growing on me. It was reassuring to have someone on my side, although she wasn’t exactly the Obi-Wan Kenobi of mentors.  
She looked down her nose at me. “People think we’re sisters.”
That wasn’t surprising. “Well, you can forget about me entrapping the sheriff with a love potion. That’s exactly what I won’t do. I won’t be manipulating anyone. I want to help people overcome their self-defeating behaviors, so they live their best lives.”
She snorted. “You sound like a meme.” 
“Maybe.”
She shot me a get-real look.
“Okay, yes, I definitely sounded meme-ish just then,” I admitted. “I don’t know how else to say it, but that’s what I want to do with my craft.” I liked the word craft to describe my witchy powers. It was a word I could even use with my friends who already considered me skilled with my line of products.
Fiona looked at her aqua-painted fingernails, seemingly bored with my a-ha moments. “Hmm. It’s your magic. We’ll see how long altruism motivates you. So, who’s the first to reach their potential? It’s certainly not going to be me. I surpassed my potential decades ago.”
She sure didn’t lack confidence. “Good for you.” I wouldn’t question if she reached her potential by sponging off billionaires. I didn’t like hurting people’s feelings, but I wasn’t beyond thinking this about her.
“Now that I don’t have to worry about turning people green, I’m going to carefully consider my next remedy. I will not let Killian rush me, and I hope he understands that.”
Fiona polished off her martini. “Take as much time as you need. I’ll keep myself occupied.”
“I can’t ask you to stay at the inn indefinitely.” I had a pretty good nest egg saved up, but I also had no income source at the moment, so I wouldn’t be offering to foot her bill.
“I’m certainly not going to stay here,” she said, as if I’d asked. “There’s hardly room for you and that cat of yours, whoever he is.”
Whoever? Weird way to put it.
She picked up her hat and handbag. “Don’t you worry about me. I’m a big girl. I’ve been managing just fine all my life.” She raised an eyebrow, then winked, reminding me of the damage I’d done to her forehead, although there was no sign of the crease I’d set into her face. She’d brushed her gleaming dark hair into a chignon. 
“Hold on. Is my magic short-lived, or did you fix that wrinkle yourself?”
“It wasn’t my doing, so yes, my guess is your wayward spells don’t last.”
“That’s a relief.” 
My thoughts returned to Fiona as she hugged me goodbye. I still knew little about her, like what she’d done for a living. Maybe she had a healthy nest egg herself or a substantial pension. “So, what work did you do?”
She laughed. “Don’t be silly, cupcake. I didn’t work. Enjoy your sparkly clean engine oil. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
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After Fiona left, I took ten minutes to focus on my breathing to clear my head and keep calm. I had a lot going on and didn’t want to get overwhelmed or so distracted that I forgot to look after my boat. 
There were things I needed to keep on top of, like the water level in the bilge. Getting down on all fours, I lifted the floorboards to be sure the bilge pump was working. When I’d inherited the boat, I’d had everything checked by a mechanic, but the pump was old, and it was a little unsettling to learn water was always trickling into the boat, which could sink if the pump failed. I had a backup hand pump on board, but I liked to reassure myself all was well. 
Garnet had explained how to keep my batteries charged, especially the one for the engine. I was almost feeling prepared enough to leave the dock. Not today, but soon. With no plans to go far my first time out, I wouldn’t put up the sails. First, I needed to learn how to maneuver this thing. It felt as big as a school bus and getting it back into the slip worried me. The current and wind could push Nessie into my neighbor if I didn’t take them into account, but I also knew people would be there to help me. They always came running to secure the lines of fellow sailors and wouldn’t leave me to figure it out on my own. That was the advantage of being part of a small club.
With my boat in order, I dusted off my laptop and brought it up to the cockpit. I reflected on what our local psychic Thalia Moon had told me about visions. She believed they were a gift that she used to help people gain clarity and find healing. I like that idea. 
I’d done a little research into psychic phenomenon, but maybe I could learn something more about my experiences. When I typed “psychic visions” into the search bar, one of the first things that popped up was a clairvoyant quiz. I answered the questions. Wow. I checked all the boxes. My experiences were typical of a clairvoyant.
For the last few years or so, ever since I’d started perimenopause, I occasionally saw glittering lights in the periphery of my vision. My optometrist had said my eye health was normal but had no explanation for what I experienced. Now, I’d learned these sparkles were a sign of psychic abilities. 
My active imagination meant I lived inside my head a lot. I problem-solved and envisioned the future by creating scenes. Apparently, this meant visions came naturally to me. 
I dreamed vividly and had a great sense of direction. Who knew these things would one day lead to an ability to tap into other people and see the wounds buried deep below their awareness?
I was a little disappointed that being a witch wouldn’t enable me to clean my kitchen with the flick of a finger or visit the Far East in the blink of an eye, but I was grateful for the gift I had, and if I could break the Cross curse, who knew how that might change my abilities?
So, what was I going to do with my craft? I’d had visions of the Cubbitts’ lives—Gwen, Harvey, and Tobias. That was interesting. Maybe having a vision of one person made it more likely to see into a related person’s life?
I doubted every clairvoyant who took that quiz was a witch, but I was curious to know if my visions had anything to do with my magic.
Had Gwen literally turned green with envy, because I’d reflected on this unfavorable trait of hers when I’d made her salve? I’d obviously not caused a positive change in Gwen.
I’d also seen Felicity’s grief over losing her pet parakeet. Then I made her a serum that may have caused birds to roost on her shoulders. 
Helena’s plant food had super-accelerated growth, but I’d had no vision about Helena and couldn’t remember what I’d been thinking when I made the plant fertilizer.
What had I been thinking about when I made Colby’s acne cream? I couldn’t remember. The cream was effective, and there’d been no adverse effects that I knew of.
Now Fiona believed these adverse reactions were caused by the faceless, bespelled idol. If that was true, and I wanted to believe it was, then moving forward, my products should be safe.
Fiona said I was a healer. People used to accuse healers of using witchcraft for centuries—archaic—but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true of some healers. Maybe witches had been saving people for centuries. Maybe I needed to find a witch healer to learn from. When I became a member of the Coven, surely, they’d hook me up with a mentor.
That line of thinking brought me back to considering what I should do with my special skill set. What could I do? Like Fiona had said, taming and training my witchy powers was next, but I needed to better understand my capabilities. It could be of benefit to explain my process to Killian, as I understood it. Recording my thoughts on paper was how I always approached new projects, otherwise I felt scattered, so I grabbed my notebook and journaled. 
When the sun’s glare hit me in the eye, I put away my notebook and laptop and grabbed Sundance’s latest loot to return to the owner. Journaling had worked. I felt more at ease.
As I reached the walkway to the clubhouse, Colby was walking past with his arms full of groceries. A bouquet of yellow chrysanthemums poked out of one bag.
“Hey, Colby. You look like you’re on a mission.”
“Yes, indeed,” he said. “I’ve got Izzy’s favorite sparkling water, cheese and crackers, those fancy meat pies we sell at Cubbitt’s, a potato salad, and chocolate cake for dessert.”
“Ah, your date with Izzy is today. What a lucky woman. You’ve really gone all out.”  
“She’s worth it.” He smiled so wide, his eyes squinted. “She should be here in an hour.”
“Well, I’ve been getting used to looking at my weather app, and it looks like it’s going to be a beautiful evening out on the water.”
“Yes. I also checked the weather forecast. Maybe we’ll see you out there.” 
“If I should be so brave,” I said. “Anyway, have a wonderful time with Izzy.”
“Thanks.” He nodded and kept nodding. He seemed nervous, but I couldn’t blame him. 
I dropped the thermometer off at the club with a note apologizing for my sticky-fingered cat, then stopped to chat with a few members who were having a late lunch. It seemed everyone was speculating about my leaving the dock one day or if I planned to keep Nessie forever marooned.
“As a matter of fact, I have plans to motor out into the bay with friends this week,” I said into their teasing faces. “All you experienced sailors have forgotten what it’s like to be a clueless, anxiety-ridden novice.”
“We got experienced by leaving the dock,” Bessie said. She and her husband had been members for over thirty years. “You don’t need to go far the first time. Just get a feel for her, and then you’ll know it’s not that scary. We’ll help you get in and out of your slip. We’ll even go out with you if you’d like.”
“Thank you, and thanks for the encouragement. I’ll let you know. Enjoy your lunch.” 
I wasn’t back on deck for ten minutes when Raquel sauntered down the dock carrying my jade plant. “Want some company?” she asked.
“Absolutely,” I said, taking the plant from her. “Come on board. I’ll get us a drink, and we can sit up on the deck.”
“Sounds good to me.” 
I poured glasses of a zinfandel wine and set up a couple canvas chairs. We faced the docks and could see a few people working or lounging on their boats. 
“Is that Colby over there?” Raquel asked. 
“Yep. He has a date with Izzy tonight.”
“What? That’s amazing. I didn’t think that was going to happen. He can be awkward, right? Maybe not her type.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean. I don’t know what changed her mind about him, but he sure is happy.”
“So, when are you planning to open up your business again? You’re not still worried about turning people green, are you?”
I hesitated. Even though Raquel and I had known each other most of our lives, we’d not been together much during the decades when I’d lived in Chicago. How do you tell a friend you recently found out you’re a witch? I wasn’t comfortable sharing my newfound genealogy until I talked to Killian and the Coven. It could be something they kept to themselves because of witchy laws that could get a sorcerer locked up.
“I’m thinking about it,” I said. “I might take my products in a new direction.” 
“Already? What new direction?”
“You’ll be the first to know as soon as I’ve figured it out. I hope I’m not taking advantage of your space at Down to Earth. I’m still looking for a shop to rent, but nothing’s come available yet.” 
“You’re not taking advantage. I offered the space because it doesn’t infringe on my dining room, and you’re helping me out, too, you know. You bring people in, and if you haven’t noticed, your customers often get something at the restaurant.”
I had noticed and felt good about that. 
The sound of a loud crash rang out over the harbor, echoing across the water. I jumped and drew a sharp breath.
“What the heck was that?” asked Raquel.
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I scanned the nearby boats, looking for the source of the crash. “Maybe something fell?” 
Then, a torrent of curses came from the direction of Colby’s boat.
“That sounds like Colby,” Raquel said, standing up and blocking the sunlight with her hand to look in his direction.
Colby appeared on his deck, his arms up in the air, as if he was searching for something to throttle.
“Uh-oh. I hope this doesn’t have anything to do with Izzy,” I said. “Should we go over there and see if we can help?”
Raquel stepped down off the deck. “Yeah, let’s do that. We may need to talk Colby off the ledge and I’m well experienced with teenage angst—my son suffered a break-up last year.”
We hurried over to find Colby pacing the dock like an animal, fury in his eyes. I peered into the boat. A wedge of cheese and broken crackers lay smushed on the floor amongst ceramic shards. The remnants of a chocolate cake dribbled down the side wall. Colby’s temper burst surprised me. He’d always seemed like a low-key guy, but I didn’t know him well.
“Oh, Colby, what happened?” Raquel asked.
“That bi—” He gritted his teeth and drew in a breath. “Izzy canceled. She was never going to go out with me. Never!” He sniffed. “After everything I did for her. It’s like I’m nothing to her.”
Uh-oh. I recalled some of Izzie’s offhand comments to me. I’d thought she was taking advantage of Colby. “It sounds like she may have been leading you on, and that’s dishonest, Colby,” I said, gently. “I don’t think she’s someone you should trust with your feelings.”
“Addie’s right,” said Raquel. “I know this is painful right now, but it’s better to have seen Izzy’s true colors now before this went any further.”
He looked at Raquel. The anger in his eyes was dissipating, but he sure looked wounded. He shook his head. “It’s not fair.”
“No, it’s not,” I said. “You deserve someone who treats you well.” 
“Yeah,” he said and sniffled again. “I—I—look what I did. I made a mess of everything.”
“We can help you clean it up,” Raquel said. 
He swallowed. “No. I made this mess. I gotta clean it up myself. That’s what my dad would say.”
In the corner of my eye, I caught an orange ball of fluff leaping onto Colby’s boat. “Hello, Sundance.” He looked up at me, meowed, then sauntered over to the cheese and sniffed. “Looks like you’re getting help whether or not you want it.”
“Is that your cat?” Colby asked.
“I guess he is, since no one has claimed him.”
“Colby, we could really use a favor, if you don’t mind,” Raquel said.
“Uh, sure. What do you need?”
“Adelaide needs to take her boat out, just a short motor into the bay, this afternoon. It would be really helpful to have someone with experience on board. Do you think you could spare an hour?”
What? Take my boat out? Now? I understood she was trying to distract Colby from his broken heart, but she was overstepping.
Raquel had always been forward. And I was stuck between the devil and the deep-blue sea. That devil had been whispering in my ear for the last two months—it’s scary out there on the water in a big boat I couldn’t manage if the weather turned unexpectedly. My anxiety flickered to life. I feebly swallowed and got ready to recite my usual protest.
Avoiding the things that scare you only makes them scarier. That was my father’s advice. Intellectually, I knew it was true, but emotionally . . .
My ears buzzed like a choir of cicadas invaded my head. In my mind’s eye, I saw Colby and an older man, perhaps his father. Colby shuddered with frustration and disappointment. How could his father be so weak? Why hadn’t he fought for his wife? Why did he let Colby’s mom go?
“Addie?” Raquel said, pulling me back to the present. “Are you okay with that?”
“Um...” I wanted to go back to the vision. I felt like I’d missed something.
“You want to take Nessie out, right?” she said. “Colby’s been boating all his life. He could use a distraction.”
Had Colby agreed to this while I was in a trance? He looked at me expectantly. I guessed so.
Nessie had been sitting at the dock for nearly three months. There was no good reason to put this off any longer. If I couldn’t take her out, I had to sell her. What was the point of having a sailboat otherwise? “You’re right. Let’s do it.”
“Okay,” said Colby. “I’ll just clean up this mess and come over.”
“Sure,” I said, steeling my resolve. “Okay, let’s do this. I’ll batten down the hatches.”
Raquel turned her gaze to the sea. “It’s looks pretty calm out there. We probably don’t need to batten too securely.”
“Hey, guys,” Colby said, hanging his head. “I’m sorry for losing my temper.”  
“Don’t worry about it.” Raquel patted his shoulder. “It happens. Come on over to Addie’s boat when you’re ready.”
Raquel and I walked back to Nessie. “Addie really needs to take her boat out,” I mimicked Raquel.
“What? You do! I know it’s scary for you, but what if you get out there on the water and love it? You’ll never know if you don’t try.”
I didn’t retort because she was right. “Okay. Fine.” I should have said thanks for the push, and I was pretty sure I’d say it later, but at the moment my mouth was a little dry. Just do it. 
“This is exciting, right!” said Raquel, as we boarded. “Tell me what we have to do.”
“I will. Just give me a minute.” I retrieved my list of things to do before leaving the shore, then read it through. “First, we need to unplug the electrical from the onshore power.” 
After that was done, we went through my checklist, and by the time Colby arrived, I was ready to start the engine. By this time, my jitters had disappeared, and I felt much more confident. I had help. We could do this.
“The wind is coming from the south, which is perfect, so when I untie us, we should drift straight out of here,” Colby said. “Start her up. Keep her in neutral till I get on board.”
“Okay, Colby. Thanks.”
“He sure has perked up,” Raquel said, standing beside me.
I turned the key to warm up the engine, then pushed the start button. The engine roared to life. 
“Holy cow!” said Raquel. “It sounds like a 747.”
“No kidding,” I said, suddenly appreciating that one day, hopefully soon, the only sound propelling the boat would be the wind through the sails. That thought made me happy.
Just before Colby untied the last line, Sundance flew on board. I’d forgotten that we’d left him on Colby’s boat. Maybe he didn’t like the idea of his food bowl motoring away. These thoughts flashed quickly because Nessie was drifting.
Colby jumped on board, which meant we were free of the dock. The enormous steering wheel was cool in my hands as I changed gears to reverse. 
Raquel gave a whoop of encouragement as the boat eased out of the slip. “You’re doing it, Addie!”
I felt the tickle of my cat’s fur on my arm. “Watch out, Sundance!” He dropped something on my foot, then jumped up on the seat behind me. Now, what had he stolen? I wanted to look down but couldn’t take my gaze off the water.
Colby brought up the fenders, then bounced into the cockpit. It was reassuring having an experienced boater on board. “You can put it into forward now and give it some throttle,” he said.
I turned the wheel, nudged the throttle, and we puttered forward. My chest filled with excitement as we motored toward Whalesback Rock. Bouncing up and down on my toes, it was thrilling to be moving.
“This isn’t scary!” I called over the engine.
“Awesome! Good news.” Raquel watched the navigation app on my tablet. As back-up, in case the tablet failed, I had a paper nautical chart on hand. I knew this was overkill since Colby knew these waters well, but I wanted to do this as if Raquel and I were on our own.
“You can push the throttle to twenty-three hundred rpm or so. That’s your cruising speed.” Colby spoke up over the engine noise and pointed to my instrument panel.
I looked at the gauge, then pushed the throttle forward. “Okay, here goes.” The engine roared like a monster as we increased speed. We were still going slowly compared to the motorboat up ahead.
“Should I go up front and watch for rocks?” asked Raquel.
“There’s nothing you need to worry about,” said Colby.
I smiled because I already knew that, having studied the charts.
“Just don’t hit that one.” Colby laughed, pointing at Whalesback Rock. He seemed to have recovered from Izzy’s slap-in-the-face. Being the most sea-worthy person on board must be a boost to his ego.
“You’re doing great,” he said to me, then peered into the cabin below. “This is a sweet boat, Adelaide. It sure is more comfortable than my dad’s fishing boat.”
“Go have a look down below if you like,” I said, feeling my trepidations melting away as the boat gently plowed through the water.
Raquel sat on the bench and put her feet up, a relaxed smile settling on her face. “Now, this is the life. I can’t believe we weren’t doing this all summer.”
“Well, we’re doing it now.” It would be nice to put my feet up, too. One day. Nessie had an auto-pilot mechanism hooked up to the steering wheel. I looked down to see how it worked. 
A small block of wood sat beside my foot. I’d forgotten about Sundance’s booty. He’d just come from Colby’s boat. What had he pilfered this time? 
I picked up the piece of wood and turned it over, recognizing it right away. Cubbitt’s Market, one of the buildings Pete had carved for the town Christmas tree display. Did this come from Colby’s boat? How would he have gotten it? Pete had given me a wooden carving of Nessie. It didn’t make sense that he’d give the market to Colby when it was part of the Christmas village. Pete would more likely have given Colby a replica of his dad’s fishing boat. If anything.
I did a few mental calculations. I’d seen the wooden market with Pete on the night Gwen was killed. Raquel had gathered up the miniature replicas on the day the police arrested Pete, three days later. Colby could only have gotten the market if he’d been on Pete’s boat within those days. Why would Colby have been on Pete’s boat? 
I could only think of one reason. The blood in my veins turned to ice. To plant the skewers and a dozen yellow apples?
“Raquel!” I hissed as Colby bounded up the stairs.
“You’re going to have great times—” He froze when he saw what I was holding. First shock, then horror darkened his face. He wasn’t well-practiced at hiding his feelings.
“H—h—how’d you get that?” he asked.
Raquel stood and moved to my side. I handed the piece to her. “This is one of Pete’s,” she said. “I have the rest of the village at my house. Where’d it come from, Addie?”
“Sundance brought it from Colby’s boat,” I said, although this was only a guess. A sickening feeling churned in my gut as a motive fell into place. Colby’s obsession with Izzy. She was going to quit her job because of Gwen. The vision of Colby’s frustration at his father. Colby believed his father hadn’t fought hard enough to save his marriage. How hard did Colby fight for Izzy? After everything I did for her. I’d thought he’d meant taking Izzy’s shifts whenever she asked and bringing her chocolate eclairs, but what if he’d meant getting rid of Gwen?
Raquel turned to Colby. “Pete wouldn’t have given this to you. He made it for the Christmas display. How’d you get it?”
No one said a word. The tension was so thick, I could hardly breathe.
“Oh, Colby,” Raquel said. “Did you take this when you left apples and the package of skewers on Pete’s boat?” 
Even though I’d also come to that conclusion, I wouldn’t have blurted it out. I gaped at Raquel. What were we supposed to do now?
Colby made a whimpering sound. Swallowed. “I know what you’re trying to do,” he said, piercing me with a feral stare. “You asked me to come with you. You wanted to get me out here.” He looked out over the water. “You want to make me pay for—for what I did for Izzy.”
Raquel and I exchanged horrified glances. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s not true, but if you killed Gwen—”
“She was mean. Wicked. Everyone detested her!” Colby cried. “Pete’s an old man. He’ll have a bed and food. He won’t be cold in the winter.”
“That’s a convenient way to look at a wrongful imprisonment,” Raquel said. “Real considerate of you, Colby.”
I turned the steering wheel to head back to the club.
“Don’t do that!” Colby screamed. He jerked the knife from the pocket hanging on the rail beside him; the one I’d made sure was available in case of an emergency. This wasn’t what I’d had in mind. The blade popped free, silver gleaming in the sun. “Turn it back! Turn it back! We’re going out.”
He grabbed Raquel by the arm and pulled her back against him. His eyes turned feverish as his gaze darted about, then landed on me. “You do as I say, and I won’t hurt her.” 




Chapter 19
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My heart thumped fiercely as I changed direction and steered the boat toward the open water.  
I couldn’t let Colby hurt Raquel. An image of her three sons popped into my head. Losing Raquel was unthinkable.
Beyond the protected cove, whitecaps darted up and rolled over. Sweat made my grip slippery on the wheel. My chest felt like it might explode. I was holding my breath without realizing it.
“Colby, you’re making things so much worse,” Raquel said, her eyes wide and fixed on me. “You’re a good person. You’re not going to hurt me or Addie. Right? You know that, don’t you?”
He probably did, but he was too full of fear to see it. We couldn’t let him act on the same impulse that had ruled him the night he killed Gwen. 
“Colby, you fought for Izzy,” I said. “You did everything in your power so she’d keep her job and could pay for college. You’ve been an awesome friend to her.”
He looked at me, seeming to be listen.
“But there’s nothing you could have done to win Izzie’s love,” I said, with genuine empathy. “She won’t put your needs ahead of hers. Only you can do that. Instead of fighting for someone who isn’t fighting for you, stand up for yourself. You’re worth it.”
Anguish filled his eyes, and he gave a heart-wrenching wail. The tension straining my shoulder muscles loosened a touch. 
Then, out of nowhere, Sundance sprang off the deck like a torpedo, claws out. My feline superhero landed on Colby’s left shoulder. He screeched, dropped Raquel’s arm, and batted at the cat. A slice of sunlight flashed off metal. The knife in Colby’s grip!
Sundance twisted. 
Raquel hit the floor.
Colby lost his balance.
I reached for the fire extinguisher. Ripped it from the holder. Whammed Colby in the middle of his chest. He stumbled, teetered, and, to my horror, tipped over the lifeline and into the water. 
“Addie!” Raquel banged her head on my elbow as she scrambled to stand.
I ran for the wheel as the boat chugged forward. 
“He went overboard,” I screamed. “Do you see him?” I yanked the gear into neutral and released the life preserver hanging at the back of the boat. 
“He’s back there!” she pointed, pushing in beside me at the helm; her gaze behind us. “He’s okay. He’s swimming toward the boat.” 
“Good.” I was nearly hyperventilating, but relieved he could swim. Was he still a threat? “We have to call the police.” 
“I’ll get my phone.” Raquel ran for the cabin.
Where was the radio? 
There. In the tray where it was supposed to be. 
Calm down. Breathe. I snatched the radio and called in a mayday. 
The boat was drifting. I scanned the water around us for threats besides the killer in the sea. No boats nearby. We were still in the cove. Whalesback Rock was a safe distance away. Shore was too far for us to run aground. 
Where was Colby? The only way he could get on the boat was up the ladder. 
Looking over the water, I spied him as he reached the life preserver. 
“Stay there!” I yelled and tossed him a life jacket. “Put that on! The police are coming.” He wasn’t getting back on board.
Raquel ran up the companionway, her phone at her ear. “He went overboard,” she said. “He’s in the water now.” She looked at me, pointed at the phone, and whispered, “It’s Sloane.”
It turned out that throwing a murderer overboard garnered attention. 
Since Sloane was on his way, I canceled the mayday.
I didn’t know what was going through Colby’s mind, but once he’d donned the life jacket, he started swimming toward Whalesback Rock, glancing back at us every couple minutes.
“At least he’s not trying to drown himself,” Raquel said as we motored slowly behind him.
“It won’t take long for Sloane to get here in a motorboat. I don’t think Colby will reach land before that. Not that there’s anywhere to go on that rock.”
Raquel pointed the binoculars toward shore. “A boat just left the yacht club. Heading our way. Pretty sure that’s Sloane in the front.”
That was a relief to hear. 
As the boat got within sight, I saw Garnet at the helm. They’d taken the club dingy. 
Within minutes, they pulled up beside Colby, who gave up whatever escape plan he’d hatched. I heard an exchange of words but couldn’t make out what they’d said.
Sloane hauled Colby into the dingy. They talked for a few minutes, then the sheriff put the young man in cuffs. Mixed emotions ran through me. Relief it was over, and Raquel and I were safe. Gratification that justice would be served. Happy to know the sheriff would release Pete. And sad for the choices Colby had made.
Garnet turned the dingy toward Nessie and motored up beside us. Colby didn’t look up. 
“Are you okay?” Sloane called to me. “Is anyone hurt up there?”
Only then, I realized I was trembling, but otherwise fine. I looked at Raquel. She shook her head and yelled over the side of the boat. “Well, I’d like to lodge a complaint about the on-board entertainment. I should have known boating with Addie would be harrowing. Serves me right for making her leave the dock.” 
I snorted, feeling the weight of the harrowing experience lessen.
“Now, now,” said Garnet. “I’ll be encouraging Addie to get back on the horse.”
“We’re okay, Officer Blythe,” I said.
“I need you to come back to shore,” he said. 
“Yes, of course. I’ll be behind you.”
“I’ll help you dock.” Garnet turned the dingy around and took off at a speed Nessie would never reach.
Raquel put her arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “You okay, captain?”
“I’m okay if my first mate is okay.”
“I think we handled that rather well, but after Sloane is done with us, we’re going to drink that bottle of gin in your galley.”
“Yep.” I nodded and got back behind the helm to head to shore.
With Garnet’s instructions, we got Nessie into the slip on the first try, and with the others who came to help, we were secure within minutes. 
People had gathered near the four police cruisers and ambulance. I glimpsed Colby in the ambulance, getting checked out, I presumed. As Raquel and I approached, the sheriff pulled away from his deputies and met us.
“Did he confess?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what we’d do if he’d lied about what happened on my boat.
“Yeah, he did. You did a real good job out there.” Sloane looked from Raquel to me. His gaze lingered. I wondered if he was thinking about the conversation we’d had about Pete’s innocence. “I want you both to get checked by the paramedics. Then you need to come to the station to give your statements.”
I was going to say I didn’t need to be checked by a paramedic, but I didn’t think Sloane would let that slide, and I wanted to be sure Raquel was okay. “Sure.”
Hours later, I was exiting the interrogation office when Sloane called after me. I stopped, and he caught up. “I misjudged you, Ms. Keane. You kept a cool head under the circumstances. Impressive, considering Garnet tells me it was your first time out. It’s a big boat. You’re going to be a fine sailor, but don’t prove me wrong again.” He winked and left me watching his back. 
“Appreciate your honesty,” I called after him, enjoying the view. He raised a hand dismissively and kept walking.
This was good. Maybe one day he’d be receptive to chatting more about my father.
“I’m ready for that gin. How about you?” said Raquel, joining me.
“Yes, indeed.”
As it turned out, we drained the bottle. Not because we were big drinkers, but because Helena, Sita, Garnet, and Fiona descended upon Nessie the moment we arrived. Raquel and I retold the story. Telling it to this group would hopefully mean we’d only have to tell it a hundred more times. 
It was interesting to watch my friends interact with Fiona. I figured my aunt’s laid-back lifestyle and attitude would quickly frustrate Raquel, who’d worked super hard as a single mom to give her kids stability. Whereas Helena yearned to live an extravagant life despite lacking the means to do so. Most interesting, though, was Sita’s reaction to my aunt. Sita was the first to leave. She’d been unusually quiet and seemed wary of Fiona. 
When it was just Fiona and me at the table, she drained the last of her martini and set down her glass. “Look at you—bringing a murderer to justice. You’re going to do wonderful things with your witchcraft. Your grandmother would be proud.”
“I can’t credit my feeble witchy skills for catching Colby in his lies.”
“Not true, cupcake. You said you gave him cream for his acne. What if it was the cream that made Colby reveal his true self?”
I knew she meant well, but if what she was saying was true, then it was just as possible my acne lotion gave him the confidence to commit the murder in the first place. “Fiona, I can’t speculate about my face cream causing a personality change in a murderer. Before I sell any more products, I’ve got to understand how my craft works. Can you please arrange a meeting with someone in the Coven—preferably a healer who can teach me?”
Her expression flattened, and I wasn’t sure why. “It’s best we keep your training in the family. It’s no one’s business but ours. You’ve had a traumatic day. Get some rest, and we’ll talk about it tomorrow.”
As Fiona reached the top stair, she gave a startling cry. “You did that on purpose, and don’t think I won’t be watching you.”
Who was she talking to?
“Your cat is home,” she called down to me. 
As Sundance padded down the stairs, Fiona’s heels clip-clopped down the dock and faded. He looked up at me and gave a meow wondering about his food.
“Hello to you. Your food is where it always is.” I leaned against the counter, watching him eat. “Everybody thinks I solved Gwen’s murder, but I couldn’t have done it without Pete’s Cubbitt’s Market carving. It was actually you who solved the murder. And things might have turned out differently if you hadn’t jumped Colby.”
Wait. Why was I having a conversation with my cat as if I knew his thoughts?
Sundance stopped eating and looked back at me over his shoulder. He held my gaze, blinked, then turned back to his food. It was almost as if he’d understood what I’d said.
I had no energy for that ridiculous thought. I needed sleep, so I’d have some functioning brain cells in the morning for when trouble came calling.




Chapter 20
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One of my favorite things about living on the water was the misty mornings. Taking my coffee up to the deck, parking myself on a chair, letting my mind drift with the sailboats as they turned on their moorings, the majestic masts peeking through wisps of fog. It was heaven.  
Until Killian showed up. 
“Beautiful morning,” he said, appearing on the dock beside my boat.
I was proud of myself that I didn’t jerk and spill my coffee.
“Permission to come aboard?” he asked, but I knew it was only a formality.
“I guess it won’t do me any good to say no.”
He gave me a droll look, gracefully stepped over the lifeline, and slipped into the chair beside me.
At least he wasn’t dressed all in black like the grim reaper. His casual gray funnel-necked sweatshirt made him seem less intimidating. “I heard you had a productive day yesterday,” he said.
“You could say that. I got Nessie out into the cove.”
He made an appreciative sound. At least I was going to take it that way. “How’d you like being at the helm?”
A tingle raced up my arms at the memory. “It was thrilling because I was confident. I had everything under control. I’ve gotten to know my boat and understand how things work, and as much as everyone thought I needed a push to leave the dock, I really just needed the time to build my confidence.” And one day, I was pretty sure I’d even leave the cove. 
He nodded, a slight smile curving his sumptuous lips. I shouldn’t think sumptuous. Shouldn’t even think about his lips. There was an air of danger around Killian I should respect.
“I don’t believe your new powers prompted Gwen Cubbitt’s murder,” he said. “Colby Ashmore had been working at Cubbitt’s for three years. Long enough to grow his hatred for his boss. He fantasized about Izzy Sox. He saw himself married to her with kids, so every time Gwen picked on Izzy, it enraged Colby. It was only a matter of time before he snapped. He hit that point when he’d witnessed Gwen berating Izzy over a broken pickle jar.”
“You haven’t been here very long. How do you know all that?”
“Because I’m all-powerful, Adelaide.”
I snorted because I detected a tinge of humor.
He smiled. “There’ll be no lingering effects from the inadvertent spells you cast. I’ve eliminated them all.”
“That’s a relief. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He looked around as though appreciating the morning, then focused on me. “So, what are we going to do about you?”
I stopped smiling. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Your inexperience still concerns me. You’re not in expert hands.”
What was he implying? “Are you talking about my Aunt Fiona?”
“Yes. I’d question her motives if I were you. Do you know why she showed up in your life now? Why not ten years ago? Twenty?”
I’d wondered that, too, but I’d kind of had my hands full. 
“Maybe it’s because you now hold all the Cross power. Did she tell you that’s how it works? When you turned fifty, she lost her powers to the next in line. You.”
I was stunned. All this time I’d been thinking of her as a witch, magic flying from her fingertips at her command. I just thought she was being subtle about it. But that didn’t really make sense now that I knew her better. Subtle wasn’t a word anyone would use to describe Fiona. “She didn’t share that detail. You mean she has no magical abilities at all?”
He shook his head. “None. Her powers started diminishing before your fiftieth birthday.”
“Wow.” I let that thought settle for a moment. I had no one else to rely on. No one to talk to about this. “She can still give me guidance, right? She has experience.”
“That’s true but be wary of what she truly wants from you. Fiona is a vain, frivolous woman who sells herself as a good luck charm so she can wedge her way into the lives of rich, powerful, starry-eyed men.”
I expelled a sharp breath. “I figured as much, but I don’t believe that’s all there is to Fiona, and it doesn’t make her any less family. She’s all I have of my mother’s side.”
“Just keep your eyes open.”
I didn’t see how Killian benefited by lying to me about this, so I was going to take him at his word. “I will. Thank you for telling me. Did Fiona ask you about a wooden figurine of a woman? It was faceless.” 
“No. Why?”
“Never mind.” Fiona said she and Killian destroyed the idol together. She also said he may have spelled the idol to mess up my magic to keep his job. I didn’t believe that. Could she have put some kind of curse on my magic before she lost her powers? Did she want me indebted to her for solving this problem? I’d certainly been grateful.
I needed someone impartial to help me figure these things out. “Killian, can you connect me with someone in the Coven? I’d like to talk to a witch with healing powers. Fiona said my craft is healing, and I think she’s right.”
He nodded. “Agree. I’ll have someone contact you.”
I never imagined using words like coven and witches, but I was a practical person. It didn’t make sense to deny the inevitable, so I might as well get good at being a witch. “I plan to take this slow and learn as much as I can before I cast any more wayward spells.” 
His gaze ran down the mast, along the boom, then reached my eyes. “I’m glad to hear it. I’m also pleased to learn you’ve got little in common with your aunt. She did you a favor by ignoring you all those years.” 
I wasn’t sure about that. “Maybe.” But despite her questionable character and intentions, I was happy she’d come to Whalesback Cove. She was the only one who might know the truth about what happened between my mother and father. I still didn’t know why Dolly Dixon had been investigating my mom’s disappearance or why my parents had reasons to fear each other. 
“I’m going to stick around the cove for another week or two,” he said, standing. “Reach out if you need help.”
For the first time in a couple decades, a man bewildered me. It was unsettling, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t pleased he was sticking around. My hormones must be peaking or something. “Okay. Thank you.”
“Enjoy the rest of the morning,” he said, moving toward the lifeline.
“Wait. One more thing. Are there any rules against telling friends about my newfound powers?”
“Not officially, but in my experience, it’s not a good idea. Your friends may not understand your limitations. It could end up being like winning the lottery—people can’t help wanting a piece and may resent you for not sharing. Or it could go the other way, and they could ostracize you.”
I’d have to think about it. “Okay. Thanks.” 
Thankfully, he didn’t disappear into thin air, but stepped off the boat and walked away like a normal human. People were nearby, and Killian was certainly cognizant of magic around everyday people.
I was no longer an everyday person. 
Was it possible to grow my powers to where I could travel from place to place in the blink of an eye? I’d have to remember to ask.
As I watched Killian saunter down the dock toward his boat, I figured it was a good thing I was sitting down because I was feeling rather dazed by the turns my life had taken.
Voices on land caught my attention. I turned to see Garnet and Sheriff Blythe in a conversation. Sloane’s gaze was on me. Suddenly, my life was full of compelling men. I couldn’t help but wonder where it would all lead. 
Should I tell my dear aunt what I’d learned about her lack of magic? I was curious to know why she hadn’t revealed this detail. If I confronted her, she might not be honest about her reasons if those reasons were nefarious. I might have a better chance at getting to the truth if she didn’t know I was onto her. Or perhaps it was best to be blunt.
What I really wanted was a break from all the mayhem. A guilty pleasure like a breakfast cookie from Down to Earth would fit the bill.
I grabbed my purse and phone, noticing I had a message from a long-distance phone number. I recognized the area code. My brother. He’d actually returned my call. My stomach flipped. Was this good news or bad?
As I listened to my brother’s message, the sound of his voice reminded me so much of my father’s, I felt a jolt of grief. I missed my dad.
Nathan had always been bold and self-assured, so it surprised me to hear uncertainty and even a hint of fragility in his tone.
“Hello, Adelaide. I’m returning your call because we’re overdue for a discussion. I’m sorry to say I had to retire before I could take the time to reflect on childhood years. Now, I understand I need help to get to the roots of my, uh . . . aversions. There are things you should know about our parents. Let’s do this. I’m not good with the phone. Can you send me an email?” I listened to his message a second time with pen and paper to scribble down his email address.
Aversions? He’s not good with the phone? What did that mean? I wrote him an email thanking him for his response and telling him I’d love to have that discussion. In person?
Then I headed over to Raquel’s restaurant. As I arrived, I received a text message. 
This is Killian. A healer from the Coven will be in touch with you soon. I hadn’t given him my phone number, but I supposed that detail was no roadblock for a warlock. Anticipation flickered to life inside me. I was eager to get started. 
Inside, the spicy aromas of the Far East greeted me. Probably soup, and it smelled too delicious to resist, so I’d have to take a bowl to go. 
I looked around to see Felicity and Sita sitting together. Dennis, Gerald, and Rupert were deep in conversation at another table. Around a third table, Brigitte, Cecile, and my aunt laughed about something. Recognizing everyone in the restaurant must surely be a rite of passage. I was home.
“Addie! We were just talking about you,” Fiona said, nudging a chair out. “Sit down and join us?”
Everyone went quiet for a second, then Sita started clapping. “There she is. Our hero! Yay!”
Smiling, I felt myself flush. I’d never enjoyed being the center of attention. Unlike Raquel, who was a natural extrovert. 
“Thanks, Sita, but it was all Raquel and Sundance, my cat. They did the hero work. I just drove the boat.”
“Well, you can downplay your part in it all you like, but that doesn’t mean I’m not paying for your breakfast this morning,” Dennis said.
That just made me more embarrassed, but I sucked it up. It wouldn’t make Dennis feel good to refuse his gift. “That’s really unnecessary,” I said, anyway.
“Of course, it’s not necessary,” he said. “Hey, you wanna know something? You caught the eye of my little brother. In a good way.”
I’d caught Sloane’s eye?
Fiona fluffed her hair. “If that genetically blessed sheriff is looking for fun, you can send him my way. The last time I was in Monte Carlo, James Franco said he wouldn’t throw a party if I wasn’t available.”
“Why did he say that?” Cecile asked, looking amused by her new friend.
Fiona waved offhandedly. “His exact words were because I’m an unflagging optimist and have a knack for transforming the mundane into something splendorous.”
Dennis grinned. “You might be too much splendor for Sloane.”
I narrowed my gaze. “Are you saying I’m not fun?”
“I wouldn’t get in the middle of these two ladies if I were you,” warned Gerald.
Dennis made a sound of agreement. “I’m saying Adelaide is just the right amount of fun for Sloane.” He cast an appreciative glance at Fiona.
I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t a little thrilled over having the eye of the sheriff, but I still acted nonchalant. No sense being an open book.
That conversation ended, thank goodness. I ordered a coffee, then splurged calories on an almond croissant courtesy of Dennis.
Felicity looked relaxed enough that I dared ask about her avian following. Killian said he’d eliminated my inadvertent spells. “Are they still attacking you every time you leave the house?”
“Thankfully, no,” she said. “It all stopped a few days ago. Whatever prompted those birds will remain a mystery.”
That was a relief. Maybe Killian was all-powerful. 
Raquel was too busy working to chat, so I didn’t have an excuse to put Fiona off when she asked me to walk her back to the inn. 
Between Fiona and Killian, someone wasn’t telling the truth about that bespelled idol. Maybe Killian said Fiona didn’t show it to him to hide the fact that he’d cursed it. Maybe not. Maybe Fiona put a spell on it before she lost her powers, so I’d need her help, then feel indebted to her when she solved that problem. Or maybe the idol wasn’t cursed in the first place, and I was just inexperienced.
As we walked, I stuffed my hands in my pockets. Fiona threaded her arm through mine. Today, her perfume smelled like a spring meadow.
“I’m going to give Ryleigh a call and get you an appointment with the Coven Council,” she said.
“You don’t need to do that. Killian’s already taken care of it.”
“Oh? Killian came by, did he? With more threats?”
“No. The opposite. He’s no longer concerned about my intentions. I guess I’ve proved myself innocent of malfeasance.”
“Have you now? Well, good on us. I shudder to think of the outcome if I hadn’t been able to destroy that spelled idol before it caused farther damage. And I’ll tell you another thing. I’ll be happy to see Killian’s backside as he sails away.”
“His backside, huh?” That was a double entendre if I ever heard one. “Well, Killian’s not going anywhere yet. He going to stick around for a couple of weeks.”
Fiona expelled her breath out slowly. 
“And as far as the idol goes, he said he didn’t talk about it with you.”
She stiffened and shook her head. One end of her printed scarf caught on my arm. Silky soft. “I fear he’s pathological. He’s dangerous, cupcake. You should stay away from that man.”
Because he might tell me things she didn’t want me to know? We’d reached the bottom of Heron Point Road, where it intersected the beach. Fog had drifted in over the water, laying a shroud over Whalesback Rock. I stopped walking and turned to face her.
“He also said your magical powers have dwindled as mine have grown. He said you have no witchcraft. Is that true?”
She swallowed. Her eyes turned dark as she looked toward the yacht club and wherever Killian might be, I assumed. Yet when she turned her gaze on me, she looked resigned.
“Yes. That’s the truth, Adelaide. Maybe there wasn’t a curse on the idol.” She frowned sheepishly. “With my powers voided, I wanted to be useful to you. To feel needed, if you know what I mean.”
“Fiona, I understand the change was hard on you, but don’t be deceitful. I need to be able to trust you.” 
“Understood,” she said, firmly.
“Thanks for coming clean,” I said, imagining it hadn’t been easy, but what was the point of continuing with the omission? It was bound to come out, eventually.
“I do know with certainty there is a curse on our magic,” she said. 
“Hmm, it seems curses are popular.”
“I lost my powers as yours gained strength. The same will happen when your powers pass to the next in line—when she turns fifty.”
To one of my nieces whom I’d met once when they were toddlers. I was going to have to get to know these women, or one of them would be as flabbergasted and possibly destructive as I’d been. Otherwise, I’d be a stranger when I told her, and she’d wonder about my motives just like I was wondering about Fiona’s.
I squeezed her hand as we turned toward the inn.
She might be a vain, self-serving, former witch, but at the moment, she looked diminished. I could worry about what she wanted from me, but perhaps it was the same thing I wanted from her—a piece of my mother. 
I’d learned a little from Sheriff Blythe, so I had something to go on. Dolly Dixon. It could be helpful to speak to her and learn why she’d opened a file on my mother. 
I also wanted to know more about the Cross curse and had the feeling Fiona had put little effort into breaking that curse when she had her powers.
“Whatever comes next with the Coven, I hope you’ll help me figure it out,” I said.
She perked up, her apricot smile popping her cheeks. “Indeed, I will, cupcake. We’ve only got each other, so you better believe we Cross girls are going to stick together.”
I looked up, studying the sky. A break in the fog revealed wispy cirrus clouds overhead, but out to the east, a line of billowing, dark-bottomed cumulonimbus darkened the horizon. A gust blew over my face, lifting strands of my silver hair. Might be some unsettled weather coming. 
Clearing my thoughts, I removed my shoes to walk in the sand. 
Better enjoy the peace while I could.

[image: image-placeholder]
Thank you for reading Curses and Consequences! This is only the beginning of Addie’s story. If you’d like to see how Addie manages the magic and murder coming her way as she digs into her precarious cursed history, deals with some tricky family dynamics, and solves yet another murder, then I think you’ll enjoy Potions and Plunder, the next book in the series.
If you’d like to receive free content, hear about the next book release, and stay in touch, please join: Clare Lockhart’s Mailing List.
You can also join from my website at http://clarelockhart.com.
Or if you’d rather not join the newsletter and just be notified of the next book release, follow me on Amazon and/or Bookbub.
Happy reading!
Love,
Clare
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