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  Chapter One


“Oh, good. You’re here.” 
Nora was startled by the greeting, unsure how the frazzled woman behind the desk knew who she was or why she was happy to see her.
The tiny brunette frowned when Nora didn’t respond quickly enough. “You are the dog walker, aren’t you?”
“No, sorry.” The woman looked so disappointed that Nora almost wished she’d lied. Still, she couldn’t help asking, “There’s a dog? I love dogs.”
The woman shook her head. “You wouldn’t love this one. It’s crazy.”
Nora wasn’t certain how to respond to that. “I’m Nora. Nora Jones. I believe Raymond Everly is expecting me.”
“Wonderful—even better.” The receptionist brightened briefly before her face fell. “Forget what I said about the dog being crazy.”
“Okayyy.” She drew the word out, even less sure how to respond to that.
“I’ll let Ray know you’re here.”
“Thank you.” Nora brushed the sides of her blouse, more out of nervous energy than from the need to straighten it. She stood somewhat awkwardly a moment before deciding to sit and had only just perched on the edge of a chair when a seventy-something gentleman in a linen suit appeared in the doorway.
“Ms. Jones? I’m Raymond Everly. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.” His smile was warm as he pretended not to notice the awkward “handshake or no handshake” dance that passed between them.
“Please call me Nora, Mr. Everly.”
“Of course, but then you should call me Raymond. Your uncle was a very dear friend to me. You remind me of him a bit—same dark hair and eyes. Same demeanor.”
“I’m afraid I never knew Uncle Walter.”
“Something he deeply regretted, my dear.”
Nora was saved from having to come up with a reply when a wild-haired redhead with a child on her hip swept into the office like a gust of wind blowing in a summer storm.
“Hi! I’m late. I’m so sorry I’m late,” the newest member of the party announced.
“Are we expecting you?” The woman behind the reception desk asked with some measure of hesitancy in her voice.
“I’m the dog walker.” The redhead looked at her expectantly. “The agency sent me.”
“Oh. My. Well.” The receptionist looked to Ray helplessly and then back to the woman. “I’ll be with you in just one moment.”
Nora wondered what she’d just stumbled into and where this mysterious dog was. Before she could satiate her curiosity, Raymond was ushering her back toward his office.
“Did you have a pleasant trip?” He asked as they both settled into their seats.
“Quite pleasant, thank you.”
“And you drove straight through?”
“Straight through. Though I must confess to meandering a bit in Arizona. It felt wrong to pass so close to the Grand Canyon and the Painted Desert without having at least a quick peek. And I took a day to pamper myself in Dallas. And Pensacola. But otherwise, straight through.”
“Still, it’s an impressive feat. I’m surprised you chose to drive instead of fly.”
“I was inspired by a friend who did the drive the other direction. And I wasn’t sure how long I’d be here, so it just made sense to bring my car, I suppose. I’ve checked in over at the St. Francis Inn. It’s quite lovely.”
“Not Lily’s room, I hope?”
“No, the Garcia Suite, I believe. Why?”
“No matter.” He waved her off before she could spend too much time pondering who Lily was or what was wrong with her room. “You could stay at Walter’s if you wanted. That is part of the estate he left you.”
“I honestly hadn’t even considered that. I don’t know. It feels a bit invasive, I suppose.”
“I’m sure it’ll take some time to process all of this. Shall we get to it, then?”
“Please.” Nora was grateful the pleasantries were over. Raymond had not been wrong: It was going to take time to process all of this. And that couldn’t begin until she fully understood just what she’d stepped into.
It had been a month since she’d first gotten the phone call from the mysterious attorney in Florida, telling her an uncle she’d never even met had died of a heart attack, leaving her as the sole heir to his estate—including a dusty old bookstore at the fringe of the historic district.
Sure, Nora had heard of Uncle Walter before, whisperings, really. Any mention of him was in hushed tones and always a bit cryptic. In thirty-five years, all she’d managed to learn about the man was that he and her mother hadn’t spoken since the 1980s because he’d done something reprehensible and had been cast out of the family. Of course, given the way that side of the family rolled, his grievous sin could have been any number of things the rest of the world wouldn’t bat an eyelash at. Who knows, maybe he’d tucked the corners wrong when making the bed one morning. Of course, he could also be a hardened killer or something. She was flying blind here.
After learning that she’d inherited the bookstore and coming to understand there would be things to sort out, she’d taken a week off of her high-pressure sales job in San Francisco and retreated to a quiet little lake town to think. She could try to manage the sale of the bookstore through Raymond and stay in her fast-paced life—with all of its memories that kept her firmly anchored to a past she could not reclaim. Or she could take a chance, come to Florida to sort this out herself, and get to know her uncle—at least in some fashion.
Nora had always been a curious person. Solving the mystery of who her uncle was won out, as evidenced by the fact that she now sat in an attorney’s office in Florida wearing an outfit that was not made for this climate. In fact, she’d already decided that she’d have to rethink the majority of her wardrobe if she stayed. Her crisp 1940s-inspired suits and dresses were great for her old life. She looked sharp and they were a great conversation starter with clients. Here, she looked uncomfortably out of place. And she was melting.
Raymond dropped a large file on his desk, bringing her back to the present. “So, dear, your uncle has left you the entirety of his estate, which includes the bookstore we previously spoke of, his home on Anastasia Island, and his dog, Margo. There are various other assets, all listed out, here—”
“Wait.” Nora held up a hand. “His dog? That wouldn’t, perchance, be the crazy one I just heard about?”
“Lissa shouldn’t have said that.” Raymond’s brow knit together. “That poor dog’s just traumatized. She had only just truly adjusted to life off the track when Walter passed. She’s confused.”
“Life off the track?”
“Margo is a greyhound.” He explained. “Walter adopted her when the tracks closed. He was one of the activists who pushed so hard to shut them down.” There was a touch of admiration in Raymond’s voice.
“I don’t know anything about greyhounds.”
“Lovely, graceful creatures.” He leaned back, scratching his beard as he spoke. “Quite elegant. Can be timid at first. Walter always said they require a gentle touch.”
Nora couldn’t help thinking of the whirlwind that had shown up to walk the dog—would she be considered a gentle touch? That was hard to picture.
Nora wondered aloud, “Why didn’t Uncle Walter leave her to you?”
“He was quite adamant that she go to you,” was all the explanation she got before he asked, “You do like dogs, don’t you?”
“Love them. I haven’t owned one in a while, though. Not since—well, it’s been a few years.” Nora hadn’t planned on getting another dog. She wasn’t sure her heart was ready to let anyone in, human or canine. It appeared the universe, or perhaps Uncle Walter, had other plans.
“Let’s deal with the finer points first and then you can meet her when she gets back from her walk.”
Raymond again went over the details that he’d already explained once on the phone. They were still a few months away from being able to officially transfer her inheritance over to her, which meant she had three months to decide what she planned to do with it. In the meantime, she was going to begin sorting through the house and help with the running of the store. She suspected this informal arrangement had at least something to do with Raymond and Walter’s friendship. The attorney seemed to want her here, for her to know Walter.
They’d nearly gone through the contents of the folder when a commotion in the reception area signaled the return of Margo from her walk.
Raymond closed the folder, the hint of a smile playing on his lips. “Well, I suppose the rest of this can wait. It sounds like your charge has returned and I can tell by the look on your face you’d rather meet her than listen to me prattle on about artwork.”
“I find the artwork rather intriguing, to be honest, but I am dying to meet Miss Margo,” Nora admitted.
As soon as she saw Margo, she decided the impromptu nickname was apt. Nora wasn’t quite sure what she’d expected from the dog. Her experience with canines thus far had been limited to an exuberant pit bull that was a well-muscled tank of a dog with an infectious smile and a zeal for life.
Margo, on the other hand, was every inch a lady—a docile and incredibly polite gazelle. She was a pale fawn color with deep brown eyes that were taking in all the goings-on. Her black nose quivered as she tried to sort out the new smells. Her neck was gracefully arched as she sat, almost regally, reminding Nora of a statue she’d once seen.
“How lovely.” Nora didn’t even realize she’d said the words out loud until she heard Lissa mutter something about the feeling passing under her breath.
“Are you the new owner?” the dogwalker asked before turning her attention to the child tugging free from her grasp. “Charlotte, I need you to chill out for just a second, sweetie.”
“Yes. I’m Nora.”
“Nice to meet you.” The woman’s smile was genuine, if distracted. “I’m August. Have you ever owned a greyhound before?”
“No. I plan to spend my evening researching. Any tips?”
“Be sure to keep the leash all the way around your wrist and hang on to it. They’re sighthounds, so if something catches their attention, they’re gone.”
“Got it. Good to know.” Nora struggled to picture Miss Margo ever doing something so crass as running away.
August fished a card out of a giant green bag with sea turtles drawn on it, handing the card and the leash over to Nora. “I gotta run before Charlotte gets cranky, but here’s my card. If you run into any trouble or need any help, just give me a shout.”
“Thank you.” Nora slid the card into her pocketbook, again unable to picture the need for it.
Charlotte finally succeeded in tugging free, darting toward the door with August hot on her heels. Margo watched the pair leave with the same mix of curious amusement on her face that Nora felt. After the dust settled from their departure, Raymond was the first to speak.
“Would you like me to show you the shop or the house?”
“Thank you, but I think I’m okay. I have the addresses and the keys. I think maybe I’ll grab some dinner and spend the evening getting to know Miss Margo here and then maybe check everything else out tomorrow, if that’s all right?”
“Of course. If you need anything at all, you know where to find me.”
“Thank you. Truly.” Nora left Margo—who had yet to move—with Lissa while she and Raymond loaded her blue BMW 5-series with Margo’s things. That accomplished, she took the leash and gave them one last smile before turning to Margo. “Want to go home? Well, home-ish?”
The dog might have cocked her head slightly. Nora couldn’t be sure if she’d imagined it. Either way, there was a decided lack of response.
“Come on, girl.” She tried again, tugging gently on the leash. Nothing.
Lissa merely grinned and went back to work.
“Go on, Margo,” Raymond urged the dog. It took another five minutes of cajoling to get her on her feet and trudging toward the door. Two more minutes after that to get her into the car. That only moved as quickly as it did because Nora hoisted her in when Margo seemed uninclined to step into the seat on her own.
By the time Nora slid behind the wheel, she was embarrassed, out of breath, and more disheveled than she’d been since she was eight and her parents had forced her to try summer camp. She’d lasted a day.
“Okay. Making me earn it. I see what you’re doing here,” she told the dog, who had resumed her statue pose. Nora took a deep breath, determined to not allow her frustration to show. Gentle touch, gentle touch, gentle touch, she repeated to herself like a mantra.
It wasn’t a terribly long drive over to the hotel. Thankfully, Margo had less hesitation about getting out of the car than she had getting in. Still, Nora had her hands full with dog bowls, food, and the dog as she made her way through the hotel lobby. She’d almost made it to the stairs when the receptionist called out.
“Excuse me. Sorry. But you can’t bring that dog in here.”
Nora froze, belatedly wondering what their pet policy was. “Yes. Sorry. I just need to bring her in for one night.”
“We only allow small pets and only in certain rooms,” the young woman told her, her voice apologetic.
“Would it be the teensiest bit possible to look the other way, just this once?” It wasn’t like Nora to ask for special treatment, but she was tired and at her wall for daily challenges. “You see, my uncle passed away, and this is his dog. I didn’t know he’d left her to me until about an hour ago.”
“I’m so sorry.” The woman was clearly torn. Nora had left her with no good option. “I suppose. Just for tonight. But then she has to go.”
Nora could have melted with relief. “Yes, absolutely. Thank you so much.”
Her relief was short-lived, though. As she approached the first step, Margo once again sat down—regal, placid, and completely unmovable. The longer the standoff dragged on, the more agitated the front desk clerk got, and the more flustered Nora got. The first time another hotel guest came down the stairs, it was a couple who glared at her but said nothing. Ten minutes later, a lanky man with messy brown hair came galloping down the steps, taking two at a time as he whistled a tune Nora couldn’t quite place.
He stopped on the step above Nora, looking past her to admire Margo. “Hey, what do we have here?”
“It’s a statue of a greyhound,” Nora attempted to joke, the tension in her voice ensuring it didn’t quite land correctly.
“Is she fresh off the track? I’ve heard they struggle with stairs at first.”
Nora’s first inclination was to retort with something sassy, but she bit it back. It was clear the man was just trying to be friendly. “She retired when the Florida tracks shut down, but her owner recently passed. I think she’s just struggling to adjust.”
“Ah. Poor thing. Let me see if I can help.”
Before Nora could say yea or nay, the young man set about trying to coax Margo up the steps, first lifting one paw to place it on the step, then another, only to have her reclaim the first paw.
Nora let it go on for a couple more minutes before deciding this was not good for the mental state of Margo or herself. “Hold on, I have an idea.”
With that, she fished the business card she’d been so sure she wouldn’t need out of her wallet and dialed the number on it. It rolled to voicemail, so she hung up and texted.
“Hey, August. This is Nora. Margo’s new mom. I need help.” She had no sooner hit send when the phone rang.
“Hey, sorry. I never answer unknown numbers. It’s either spam or bill collectors. I know I owe them money; the phone call is just wasting everyone’s time and causing undue anxiety.”
“I’m sorry to bother you, but Margo and I seem to be at a bit of an impasse. If I pay you for a dog walk, could you possibly come to see if she’ll listen to you?”
“For sure. Where are you? And this one’s on the house.”
Relieved, Nora gave the address and August said she could be there in under five minutes. When she hung up, she looked back to the desk clerk apologetically. “I am so sorry. We will be out of your lobby soon, I promise.”
The look she got in reply told her the clerk was too polite to say what was on her mind.
“So, now we wait, huh?” The man sat down on the steps and scratched Margo’s ears. “I’m Leo, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you, Leo. I’m Nora.” She also reached down to stroke Margo’s fur, realizing that in all of the hubbub, she’d yet to truly greet the poor dog. She was not off to the best of starts. “You don’t have to wait. My friend will be here soon. Well, Margo’s friend, I suppose.”
“I don’t mind. You seem like you could use a friend, too, right about now.”
“That’s very kind of you. And astute.” Nora took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh.
“What brings you to St. Augustine?” he asked conversationally.
“I recently inherited a bookstore here—Worth Their Salt. And this dog, apparently.”
“I’ve been there. Cool little shop. Sorry to hear the owner passed.”
“Did you know him?” Nora’s curiosity was piqued.
“Tangentially.”
He seemed uninclined to expand on that, so she changed the subject. “So, Leo, are you a guest here, too?”
“Yeah, I’m in Lily’s room. Got here a few days ago.”
“Lily’s room?”
“Yeah. You heard of it?”
“Someone said the strangest thing to me about Lily’s room earlier—” Nora started and then thought better of it.
“On account of the ghost, you mean? She’s why I’m here.”
“Ghost?”
“Yeah. You hadn’t heard?”
“No. Nope. Hadn’t heard about a ghost.” Nora didn’t believe in ghosts, but it made complete sense to have one added to this farce of a day.
“Lily was a slave here in the 1800s. She and the owner’s nephew were in love. When the owner found out, he banished Lily from the place and made the nephew swear to never see her again, eventually driving the nephew to kill himself—up in Lily’s room. Her ghost still haunts the place, looking for her long-lost lover.”
“How horrifically sad.”
“Most ghost stories are. Happy people tend to move on. Lily is more of a mischievous spirit though, not a mean one. Sometimes she appears, dressed in white. Sometimes she’ll pull off a person’s covers or spill their purse or something.”
“So, you believe the story? You believe in ghosts?”
“Very much. It’s what I do. I’m a ghosthunter. Maybe you’ve seen my YouTube channel, Ghosthunters Incorporated?”
Nora shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t watch much YouTube. So, what does a ghosthunter do, exactly?”
“When I hear a credible story of a sighting, I go check it out—to see if I can corroborate or debunk it.”
“And how do you do that?” Nora was fascinated. She still didn’t believe ghosts were real, but Leo’s life made for an interesting story.
“I don’t use all the fancy equipment some of the other guys do, but I do have an infrared camera and highly sensitive microphones I set up to try to record the anomaly. Other than that, it’s just a bit of detective work to get to the bottom of what’s going on with a haunting. I disprove more than I prove, but every now and then you get a live one. Well, not live, but you know.”
“Huh.” Nora’s response was cut short by the arrival of the cavalry in the form of a redheaded whirlwind with a preschooler in tow.
“August!” Nora had never been so happy to see a relative stranger in her life. “I so appreciate this. She refuses to budge.”
“Isn’t August a boy’s name?” Leo blurted out.
“Usually.” August nodded, appearing to be completely unperturbed by the question. “But not always. My mom was positive I was going to be born in August and she loved the name, so she didn’t care what my gender was, she was going for it.”
“Were you? Born in August, that is?” he asked.
“No. I was born in September. Mom doesn’t admit defeat easily. And so began my track record of thwarting my mother’s best-laid plans. We’re at twenty-seven years and counting.”
“That is an impressive record.”
Nora felt like a fly on a wall watching these two go back and forth. It was adorable and maddening at once. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but could we solve the dog problem and then get to know each other?”
“Oh, right. The dog. We probably should take care of that first.” August stared at the reluctant canine for a moment, chewing on a fingernail as she thought. She went up a couple of steps and turned back. “Come on, Margo. Come.”
Margo continued to politely decline, so then Nora tried coaxing her up the stairs. This attempt finally elicited a new response; the dog pulled her lips back and bared her teeth. It wasn’t a growl or a snarl, but it was the most ridiculous thing Nora had ever seen in her life. She stopped short.
“My goodness. What is that?” Nora asked.
“She’s smiling at you,” August explained. “I think she’s trying to charm you into seeing things her way.”
“I’m not entirely sure what I would call that expression. Charming was not the word that came to mind, though. But okay. Clearly, we need a new plan.” Nora bit her bottom lip. “All right. You win, Margo. Let’s go home.”
“Home?” August asked.
“Well, her home,” Nora clarified. “Walter’s. Do you think she’d ride with you? She hates my car.”
“For sure. All dogs like the van.”
“Wonderful.” Nora turned to the desk clerk. “It looks like I’ll be checking out this evening.”
“I’ll get your receipt ready,” the woman was quick to respond, not even trying to hide her relief.
August watched Margo while Nora ran upstairs to repack her things. Fifteen minutes later, she was back downstairs with her suitcase, trying to figure out where August had made off to with the dog. She found them in the courtyard, August sitting next to Margo, absentmindedly stroking her fur while watching Leo play with Charlotte. The little girl was laughing at the funny voice he was using, though Nora couldn’t quite catch the gist of whatever game they were playing.
Leo seemed sad when Nora arrived, as if he wasn’t ready to part ways with August or her charming daughter. The little girl was cute, with her heart-shaped face, almond skin, amber eyes, and curls the color of burnt sienna. Though Nora suspected it was the girl’s mother that most held his attention, with her ample curves, boho skirt, shoulder-length red hair that seemed to have a mind of its own, and gray-green eyes. Her tank top read, “Don’t let idiots ruin your day,” with a little rainbow over the words. The woman was adorable—she even had dimples that made an appearance whenever she smiled, which was often.
As much as she hated to break the little party up, Nora was eager to be done with the day. They said their goodbyes to Leo and made their way back to the parking lot with Margo trotting alongside August and Charlotte, the model of good behavior.
Even though she’d never seen it before, Nora knew August’s van the moment it came into view. A red hippie van with red and yellow flowers dotting the sides, it was unadulterated “I do not care what you think” happiness. Nora almost wished she could ride in it. She caught a glimpse of the inside as August loaded the dog and child and realized that—aside from a single seat with a car seat in it for Charlotte—the back had been converted to living quarters. Having briefly toyed with the idea of trading her car in for a van for this journey, Nora was curious to hear August’s take on the way of life, but now wasn’t the time.
She texted August the address and headed for her own car, suddenly curious about the house she was to inherit. Nora hadn’t given it much thought up until now, but it was occurring to her it could be a hovel. Did it even still have electricity and running water, or had utilities been turned off? She had no way of knowing what kind of evening was in store for her.
Her car instructed her to turn left ahead in a lyrical, British voice she always found soothing. She called him Humphrey—both the car and GPS, which felt like an extension of the car’s personality. It was possible she’d watched too much Knight Rider as a child.
As she rounded a bend, the house came into view, giving her the first pleasant surprise of the day. The little yellow and white bungalow was darling. She didn’t have long, but she still took a moment to peek inside the house before August was pulling into the driveway. She was delighted to find it was a craftsman home with lots of built-in bookshelves and whatnot that added both character and function.
Margo bounded out of the car with an exuberance Nora had yet to see from her, dragging poor August down the walkway.
“Is it okay if I just hand her off? Charlotte is getting hungry.”
Nora reached for the leash. “Absolutely. Would you be free to dog sit tomorrow while I check out the bookstore?”
“Sure thing. I’ll text you.” August waved before climbing into the driver’s seat of the van.
“Wonderful. Send me rates, too,” Nora called out after her. She highly doubted August had heard her. She didn’t have time to do much about it because Margo was desperately trying to get her through the front door. Once they were inside, Nora let the dog off the leash, and Margo proceeded to go tearing through the house in a burst of speed worthy of a greyhound.
After circling through the entire home, Margo came back to the front room looking somewhat confused. She stood for a moment, scanning the room before doing another lap around the house. After two more laps, the dog’s energy was spent. She still hadn’t found what—or who—she was looking for, so she climbed up on the couch and collapsed with a melancholy sigh.
“I know. I’m sorry, girl. He’s not coming back. But I promise I’ll try to do right by you.” The two held each other’s gaze for a moment before Nora’s stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten all day.
Nora called and ordered a specialty pizza from a place on the island that offered delivery and then set about unloading her and Margo’s things. Margo, upon seeing her bed by the front door, hopped off the couch and trotted over to snag the pink fur pillow before proceeding to drag it across the floor and up the stairs to the bedroom. Nora made a mental note of the fact that the dog absolutely knew how to climb stairs, she just hadn’t wanted to earlier.
Assured that Margo was at least content for the time being, Nora decided to wander the house a bit while waiting for her pizza. It was, quite honestly, too cute for words. The kitchen was immaculate, with stainless steel appliances and black-and-white checkered floors. The rest of the house had hardwood floors. There were built-in seating areas and bookshelves throughout, and the walls of each room were painted in colors from the palette of the sea.
Her backyard was mostly patio, with a fire pit, twinkle lights, and an assortment of furniture scattered throughout to make it feel inviting.
She lingered in the living room, wanting to be close to the front door when food arrived. Nora toured the room slowly, taking in the mementos and pictures left behind. There was more than one picture of Walter with Raymond, both beaming at the camera. Art hung on his walls throughout, some valuable, some painted by Raymond himself, making them the most valuable of all to her. In all, it was tasteful, immaculate, and welcoming. Nora had never been one to stereotype, but this was not the house of a straight man.






  
  Chapter Two


Nora stood at the edge of the famous historic district in downtown St. Augustine, looking up at the wooden sign with the words WORTH THEIR SALT BOOKS scrawled across it. Salt was a common theme to business names in this town, as was sea, pirates, and youth. Still, it was a clever name. It amused her, anyway. 
The first thing she noticed as she stepped through the door was the absence of a bell. She couldn’t recall ever stepping foot into a quaint little shop and not hearing the happy tinkle of a bell announcing her arrival.
The second thing she noticed was how quiet the store was. There were no customers. No music coming from the speakers to set the ambiance. Just quiet. Like a library. Or a tomb.
“Good morning,” a woman’s lyrical voice called, seemingly from nowhere, startling her. “You look perplexed.”
Nora looked around until her eyes landed on a tiny figure at the top of the stairs. She wore distressed jeans and a gray t-shirt and still managed to make it look amazing. Her blonde pixie cut framed her face and made her look, well, like a pixie. “I was just wondering why it’s so quiet in here. No bell at the door, no music. I thought maybe you were closed.”
The other woman gave a small shrug. “I like the quiet.”
“I would imagine it doesn’t do much for encouraging people to stay and browse.”
“To be honest, I don’t mind. I prefer the solitude.”
Nora briefly thought it was a good thing she wasn’t a customer. “Not having customers must make it difficult to sell books. And, you know, make money.”
“You’re her, aren’t you?” The woman asked in a voice completely lacking malice as she came down the stairs. When she got closer, Nora noticed she had streaks of blue in her hair that almost matched her luminous blue eyes.
“Her, who?”
“Walter’s niece. The new owner. Raymond said you’d be in this week.”
“I am her.” Nora cast her gaze about the shop, taking in the subtle grays and blues of a stormy sea, with the occasional splash of color thrown in to pull the eye toward a display. The store had been designed to do well, only to stand vacant because its lone employee preferred solitude.
“I have synesthesia. Chromesthesia to be exact.”
“Ah,” Nora responded automatically before admitting to herself she had no idea what that meant. “I’m sorry, what is chromesthesia?”
“It’s a neurological condition that causes me to see sound,” the girl explained.
“See sound?”
“I mean, I hear it, too. But sound triggers a visual display. Sometimes it can be pretty intense.”
“Which explains why you like quiet,” Nora surmised.
“Exactly. Walter was always cool about it. I’m Prudence, by the way. Prudence Willoughby, but you can call me Pru if you want.” The young woman smiled at Nora.
It was a charming smile, one that Nora felt compelled to return. “I’m Nora. Nora Jones. It’s delightful to meet you, Pru.”
“Nora Jones? Like the singer?” Prudence asked.
“She’s Norah with an ‘h’. I’m just Nora with an ‘a’,” Nora explained. “And, she’s incredibly pretty and talented, while I’m fairly unremarkable in every way.”
“Nonsense. Everyone is remarkable in some way,” Pru argued. “Did you know your voice is the loveliest shade of blue? Like the sea on a sunny day. Very soothing. It’s why I’m going to accept the job.”
“My voice is blue?” She couldn’t say why, but that pleased her immensely. “And I haven’t offered you a job.”
“You will.” Pru nodded sagely.
Nora furrowed her brow. “Don’t you already work here?”
“I worked here for Walter. It would be perfectly reasonable for you to want to change things, though.”
“Yes, well, the not having customers does concern me,” Nora admitted. “But your job is not in danger. Right now, I’m just here to get the lay of the land. If we need to make any adjustments, we’ll work our way through that together. Now, would it be possible to get a tour from you?”
Prudence nodded, another smile breaking across her delicate face. “Absolutely. I’d love that.”
They wandered the store together for an hour, Nora taking notes and trying to keep the questions to a minimum. She was still struggling to wrap her brain around the concept of chromesthesia but didn’t want to cause her employee any undue discomfort. Nora had to imagine it would be distracting to always have a fireworks display in your field of vision.
They finished the tour upstairs, which turned out to not be books, but rather an art studio. Paintings in various stages of completion were scattered about, explosions of color on canvas.
Nora drank them in with her eyes. “These are stunning.”
“Thank you.” Pru flushed with pride.
“They’re yours?”
“Yep. I try to paint what I hear. Like this one, this one is Canon in D.” Pru gestured to a canvas alive with greens and blues, swirling, rising, and falling in a dance across the expanse of white.
“What’s this one?” Nora walked up to a painting that was a war of color. It was almost painful in its intensity, not an inch of canvas left bare.
“That one’s from Phantom of the Opera, the scene where Phantom and Raoul and Christine finally all come to blows.”
Nora peered more closely at it. “You know, I think I can almost see the notes in the brush strokes.”
“You’re like him.” Prudence startled Nora with her quiet declaration. “You remind me a lot of Walter.”
“I never even met him,” Nora admitted, straightening and turning back to Pru. “What was he like?”
“He was smart and kind.” This time, Prudence’s smile was sad. “He was usually soft-spoken unless he was fired up about something—like when he’d go to battle over dog racing or get into it with the developers.”
“The developers?” Nora asked.
“Yeah, he caught wind of some big-time developers wanting to turn a stretch of land on the 207 corridor into a commercial development and totally flipped his lid. Said there wouldn’t be anything left of old Florida if the money-grabbers had their way. I think he would have gone to war over that one if he hadn’t—” Prudence stopped awkwardly.
“It’s okay,” Nora reassured her. “Thank you for telling me about him.”
When Prudence met Nora’s eyes again, there was a pain there that broke Nora’s heart for the woman. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forget it, finding him like that.”
“My goodness, I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what that would be like.” The only dead body Nora had ever seen was her great-uncle George on her dad’s side, who’d died when she was ten. He’d looked so stiff and odd, with pale skin and pink cheeks that almost looked soft to the touch. A shiver ran down Nora’s spine at the memory. One body in a casket had been enough to make her grateful her grandparents had opted for cremation and a tasteful memorial service. She couldn’t fathom finding a friend collapsed in between historical fiction and romance.
Their conversation was interrupted by a man’s voice, calling from below. “Hello? Anybody here?”
“Yep. Be right down,” Nora called back before turning back to Pru. “I got this.”
She had no idea how to use the cash register or where anything was, but Nora also imagined if she saw exploding colors every time someone talked, she’d be ready for a break after a morning full of talking.
The man waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs was both handsome and stylish, with well-groomed thick, black hair, caramel skin, and the hint of a beard. He wore light gray slacks and a white shirt with the top two buttons undone. His belt, watch, and shoes all coordinated perfectly. He was the kind of man it was hard not to notice. 
“Hi, I’m Detective Rafael Medero. Is a Nora Jones in?”
“That’s me. How can I help you?”
He glanced around. “Is there somewhere private we could talk?”
She wanted to reply that the shop had an aversion to customers and was painfully private as-is but didn’t want to hurt Pru’s feelings. “Um, sure. I think the office is back this way.”
“You think it is?”
“I just got here. From San Francisco.”
“Right, right. I do remember reading that.”
“Reading that? Is there a file on me or something?”
His lack of response unnerved her. Once they were settled in, she asked again how she could be of help, intentionally leaning back in her chair and resting her hands on the arms in a pose she’d often used to claim control of a situation in her previous job.
“Unfortunately, I’m here to deliver some bad news. The initial autopsy results revealed some crystallization in your uncle’s kidneys, which usually indicates someone has ingested antifreeze, so the ME did further testing. Results just confirmed her suspicion: Walter Cavanaugh was murdered.”
“Murdered?” Nora felt like the air had been sucked out of the room. “What? How? Who?”
“All things I plan to find out. Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt your uncle?”
“I never met him.”
“And yet, you stand to inherit everything.”
“Honestly, I don’t understand why. That’s partly why I’m here, to get to know him and try to figure out why me.”
“Riiight.” He drew the word out. Nora didn’t care for the tone of his voice; it was setting off alarms in her head. In her experience, brutal honesty was usually the best way to shake loose someone’s true intent.
“So, since poison is a woman’s weapon and I’m the mysterious heir who appeared out of nowhere, you’re questioning me first,” she surmised.
“You know that’s a misconception?”
“Excuse me?”
“The whole ‘poison being a woman’s weapon’ thing. Sherlock Holmes said it once, and people just accepted it as fact. Statistically speaking, more men poison people than women. Although, if the victim is a man the odds of the murderer being a woman do increase. If the victim is a woman, odds are pretty good a man did it. Of course, men are more likely to be murderers than women, regardless of the weapon. Some could argue that proportionally speaking poison is a woman’s weapon, but for the purpose of solving a crime, statistically speaking, the odds still favor a male perpetrator.” His statistical analysis ended, he was quiet for a moment, and then coughed uncomfortably.
Nora might have been amused under different circumstances. “I did not know that. Now that you mention it, it strikes me as odd that we tend to treat Sherlock Holmes as if he was an actual authority on the topic and not a fictional character.”
“Right?” He chuckled. “But anyway, you’re not a suspect because you’re a woman. You’re a suspect because you just inherited ten million dollars.”






  
  Chapter Three


“Hey! How’d it go today?” August greeted Nora cheerfully as she walked through the door, still stunned. 
Nora glanced at the woman, briefly registering the tank top with a dandelion on it that said, “Blow me.” Some part of her smiled, but the smile wasn’t quite able to break through the fog of shock to make its way to the surface.
“It was”—Nora searched for the word—“interesting.”
“The tone of your voice intrigues me. Do tell.”
“It was a bit of a good news/bad news kind of day. Good news: It turns out I’m a millionaire. Bad news: I’m also a murder suspect.”
“Well. Your day did run quite the gamut.” August pulled Charlotte closer.
“Ow.” Charlotte protested. “What’s a murder suspect?”
“Yikes. Sorry.” Nora scrunched her nose. “I’m not used to having a kiddo around.”
“It’s all good,” August assured her. “I do it all the time, too, and I live with her.”
“Ma-maaaa.” Charlotte drew out the word, clearly relaying her exasperation at being unanswered.
“It means someone died, and they think it’s Miss Nora’s fault.”
Charlotte blinked, processing this information. “Is it?”
Nora shook her head, her shoulders falling under the weight of it all. “No, sweetie. I’ve never even seen the man.”
“Why do they think you did it?” Charlotte persisted.
Nora sighed. “Because he gave me a lot of money when he died.”
“Do they honestly think you’d kill someone over a dusty old bookstore?” August loosened her grip on Charlotte, apparently deciding Nora wasn’t a murderer after all.
“That’s what I thought. But, it’s not the bookstore. It’s the hefty chunk of money Raymond neglected to mention.”
“That rascal.”
“Rascal, indeed.”  Nora looked around. “Where’s Margo?”
“Sprawled out on the couch, last I checked.”
Nora grinned when she found the dog, on her back with her legs splayed in a very unladylike fashion. “I’m going to go ahead and cross guard dog off her list of duties.”
“Probably wise,” August agreed. “Okay, we’re out of here. If I don’t get to our campsite early, there won’t be any good ones left.”
“If you ever find yourself without somewhere to park overnight, you can always come back here,” Nora found herself offering. When she’d very briefly considered trading her BMW in for a camper van for the trip, the notion seemed so romantic—seeing the countryside, always having your home with you. The freedom it promised was alluring.
Then she’d researched it enough to know she’d miss her closet and having a toilet that didn’t need to be emptied, and had opted for a more traditional road trip, the kind where hotels were involved. Still, she respected the lifestyle. Although she wondered what story had led August to try it with a preschooler in tow.
Once she was alone with Margo, she fed the dog and stared at the shelves of her empty refrigerator. She hadn’t taken time to shop, so she wasn’t sure why she felt the need to check to see if they’d magically filled themselves. In truth, it felt a little strange using Walter’s fridge. It also felt a little strange sleeping in his bed or using his bathroom, so she’d put her things in the guest bedroom.
Nora ordered delivery for dinner and then perched on a barstool at the kitchen island in front of her pink laptop. Not quite emotionally fortified enough for a phone call with either of her parents, she tried emailing her mother to ask if she’d known about the money. Both parents had been tight-lipped about Uncle Walter in general but free with their disapproval of her decision to accept the inheritance. Still, if her mom could provide insight, Nora had to ask.
Then she chattered to Margo as she ordered groceries and a new collar for Margo—one with a super cute pink and white polka-dotted bow on it.
“A girl should always look her best,” she told the dog, whose ears swiveled in response. After dinner, she set about wandering through the house, hoping it would give her some clue as to who Walter was, or maybe even why he’d died.
As she moved from room to room, Margo stayed glued to her side. Uncle Walter didn’t have a file cabinet or a desk of any sort. The man didn’t even have a junk drawer. Nora marveled at anyone’s ability to be so utterly organized they wouldn’t have a drawer for all of the random things they’d given up finding a proper home for.
The guest bedroom didn’t turn up anything interesting, not that she’d thought it would. The library looked incredibly inviting, but not particularly rich with clues. She wasn’t ready to sort through Walter’s bedroom; it felt too invasive. She knew she’d have to eventually, just not yet.
“I’m beginning to feel a little silly,” she admitted to Margo as she padded back down to the kitchen for a glass of water. “I’m not sure what I was expecting to find.”
That’s when she noticed a business card on the front of the refrigerator. It was a realtor’s card that read, “Helen Lansdowne: Let me help you land your next home.” Someone had given the smiling woman on the card devil’s horns and a goatee.
“That’s something interesting, don’t you think?”
Margo’s ears moved forward and back again.
“I think so, too,” Nora agreed. She left the card where it was but made a mental note to chat with Helen Lansdowne soon. She spent the rest of the evening cyberstalking the woman, relieved for a reason to put off sorting through Walter’s inner sanctum.

      [image: image-placeholder]The doorbell rang, jolting Nora awake. She squinted at the clock, a bit horrified to realize it was 9:15 in the morning. As she stumbled out of bed looking for her peach satin robe, she wondered how long it would take her to acclimate to the time change.
“Detective Medero.” Nora wasn’t sure who she expected to see at her door first thing in the morning, but it wasn’t him. “Can I help you?”
He dipped his head upon seeing her. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I was hoping to take a look around your uncle’s place.”
“It’s okay. I think I’m just not used to the time change yet. Come on in.”
“Are you sure?” He hesitated in the doorway. “I can come back later.”
“Not at all. Come on in. You can wait in the living room while I change.”
“It’s a good thing I’ve already ruled you out as a suspect. You’d be a terrible criminal,” he observed as he stepped over the threshold.
Nora was curious. “Why’s that?”
“Letting me in without a warrant. Leaving me alone in the house while you change. Who’s to say I won’t snoop?”
“You could interpret that as me being a terrible criminal,” she said. “Or it could simply be that I have nothing to hide, and I want my uncle’s killer found. Though I am glad you’ve ruled me out as a suspect.”
Nora didn’t wait around to hear his response. She was keenly aware of the fact that she was wandering around in a robe in front of a stranger, so she hustled up the steps to change clothes. When she descended the steps again, she was wearing a pair of retro gray plaid shorts with buttons flaring out from the waist and running down the sides and a brick red top with three-quarter puff sleeves and a fitted waist with buttons starting under the bodice and running down the center.
“I would offer you some coffee, detective, but I’m afraid I don’t have any.”
“That’s okay. Have you been able to think of anything that might help us in our investigation?”
“Sadly, no.” Nora shook her head. “But I did find something interesting.”
He perked up. “What’s that?”
Nora went into the kitchen, returning with the business card she’d found the night before. “It appears Uncle Walter did not like Helen Lansdowne.”
“That doesn’t surprise me one bit. She’s trying to gobble up a bunch of real estate near the historic district. Your uncle was pretty dedicated to preserving the city as it is. I could see how those two would clash.”
“Clash enough to be motive?”
“Possibly.”
The way he set the business card aside told Nora the answer he’d wanted to give was “not likely.” His dismissal of the idea only served to make her all the more resolved to see it through. “I looked through most of the house last night, hoping to learn something, anything, about Uncle Walter, but I didn’t come across anything. You’re welcome to take a look around if you like. But I haven’t gone through his room yet.”
“That’s where I’d have started—where I will start, actually.”
“I know,” she said. “It just felt so invasive.”
“Unfortunately, our privacy tends to be stripped away in death.”
“I never thought about it. All the more reason not to stash anything too embarrassing in the closet, isn’t it?”
“Do I want to know what’s in your closet?” he teased.
“I meant proverbially, but I suppose tangibly applies, too. And there is nothing exciting in either of my closets.” She couldn’t help the hint of a smile that broke free. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to let Margo out and feed her breakfast. Feel free to do whatever it is you need to do.”
Nora went outside with Margo, having quickly discovered that if she didn’t walk out with her, the dog would sit pressed against the back door rather than taking care of business. Then she got herself a glass of water while Margo ate breakfast. Once their morning routine was done, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself. She stood around awkwardly for a moment or two before climbing the stairs up to the master suite.
“Find anything interesting?” She peeked her head in.
“Not so far.” He emerged from the closet. “You might be able to help, come to think of it. Do you know who this woman is?”
Nora took the picture he held out to her, a wave of emotion rolling across her when she looked down at a familiar face. “That’s my mother. I’ve never seen a picture of them together.”
“They weren’t close?”
“By the time I was born, they’d had a falling out. I don’t know why. Whatever it was, all traces of him were erased from the family. This is the first picture I’ve seen of him besides the ones downstairs.”
“That’s sad,” he commented, looking back down at the shoebox of pictures in his hands. “They seemed to be close, once.”
“May I?” Nora reached out for the box. She sank to the bed, setting the box beside her and slowly looking through the pictures it held, her eyes drinking in the images of a world she’d never known—one where Emily Jones and Walter Cavanaugh made silly poses for the camera. One where they laughed and linked arms. She imagined her father would have been the one taking the pictures. He was a shy, quiet man who seemed content to play a supporting role to Emily’s center stage. Nora had always liked her father well enough, but she’d never had an enormous amount of respect for him.
At the bottom of the stack, her fingers came across something different. “There’s a letter in here.”
The pair exchanged glances before Nora exchanged the pictures in her hands for the envelope.
“It’s from Mother.” Nora’s eyes scanned the page. “She says that she loves him, but their mother will never forgive him for what’s he’s done—the shame he’s brought to the family. It’s a goodbye note.”
Nora blinked back tears, wondering what on earth could have been so terrible to cast a man out from his family like that. She offered the note to Rafael before standing and heading over to the closet. Partly to explore it for herself and partly so she wouldn’t cry in front of this stranger.
Her childhood had not been bad by any stretch. She had been cared for and cross words were seldom spoken in her family. But she’d never seen laughter and love in her home, not like she did in those pictures. Even without having met Walter, she knew he’d taken the light out of her world when he’d left.
His closet offered no further clues. She was unsurprised to see that it was immaculate, and the clothes were tasteful. There was no indication anyone else stayed here with any regularity.
“Here’s something,” the detective called from the other room. Nora emerged to find him holding up a newspaper clipping. “It’s the story about the racetracks closing. Why did he keep that, do you suppose? He doesn’t seem the sort to hang on to much.”
“He was probably proud of the accomplishment. I heard he was a big part of getting them shut down here in Florida.”
A look of disgust crossed Detective Medero’s face before he could rein it in. He tried to wipe his expression clear, but his eyes watered as he blinked. Nora opened her mouth to ask what on earth was wrong when she smelled it, an aroma that was akin to the love child of rotting eggs and sweaty gym socks.
“Oh. Oh, dear. That’s—” she couldn’t finish the sentence. It required taking in more air, and every vile particle that went with it. Nora looked down at Margo, who looked back up at her, the picture of innocence.
“If you need to take a moment, we can finish this later,” the detective offered.
“That’s not me!” Nora was horrified. “It’s you—”
“That most certainly is not me,” he interrupted.
Nora rolled her eyes. “I was trying to say your presence is making Margo nervous. I’m not sure she likes us being in Walter’s room. Could we maybe finish this conversation outside?”
“Yes, please.”
Nora wasn’t entirely convinced he believed that noxious odor came from the dog. Once they stepped outside and took a deep breath of fresh air, Detective Medero quickly made his excuses and left.
“I suppose your ability to clear a room could be useful with unwanted visitors.” Nora looked down at Margo, scratching her ears as she talked. “Can you do that on command?”
The dog didn’t respond.
“Well, I suppose it’s time to get to work. And find some breakfast. That glass of water did not fill me up. Care to go with me today?”
In her exploration the night before, she’d found a dog car seat. Once that was in place in her backseat, Margo hopped right in. She was getting the distinct impression this dog was a creature who craved the safety of routine, and hers had been entirely upended. The more “normal” she could give Margo, the easier it would be for both of them.
As tempting as it would be to believe the leash was just for show as Margo trotted obediently at Nora’s side, she remembered August’s warning that greyhounds were sighthounds, and she tightened her grip as the pair walked smartly down the street from the parking lot to the shop.
A woman emerged from Sunshine Smoothies next door to the bookshop, setting out a chalkboard A-frame with the day’s specials. Her silver and white hair was cropped close to her head. She was tall, with delicate bone structure and distinct features. Nora had the passing thought that the woman reminded her of an ostrich. Guilt washed over her for the observation when the woman noticed Nora and smiled brightly.
“You must be Walter’s niece.”
“I am.” Nora was startled to be recognized. 
“You look so much like him walking down the street with Margo. I’m Regina.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Regina.”
“You should come in; I’ll make you a smoothie—first one’s on the house.”
“That sounds lovely, but I’m afraid I don’t trust Margo alone in the bookshop just yet.”
“Nonsense, bring her in. She won’t hurt anything.”
Nora wondered if health codes were different here in Florida, but if Regina wasn’t worried about it, she supposed she shouldn’t be, either. “All right. Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”
“Do you know which you want?”
“The pineapple mango would be lovely. Thank you.”
“Good choice.” Regina nodded her approval. “Have you met many of the other shopkeepers?”
“No. I haven’t even had time to familiarize myself with my own shop. It’s a bit overwhelming—so much to take in.”
“Well, Jerry owns the gift shop on the other side of you. He’s a good sort, but he’ll talk your ear off if you let him. Thea owns the jewelry shop across the way. I suppose she’s okay, but she’s not particularly friendly. Don’t even get me started on Diane over at the art gallery.”
“Are we not a fan of Diane?”
Regina didn’t even pause to consider. “She’s an ugly sort. You’ll see what I mean. Now, here’s your smoothie, dear.”
“And you’re sure I can’t pay you?”
“Positive. You have yourself a good day.”
“You, too.”
As Nora and Margo turned to leave, Regina offered her a treat for the dog. Margo, who had waited patiently at Nora’s side for the entire conversation, happily accepted the cookie. Nora made a mental note to add dog cookies to her shopping list.
She took a sip of her smoothie as she pushed open the door to the bookshop.  “Wow. Having her right next door is going to be dangerous. This is amazing,” she told Margo.
“That’s so sweet,” Prudence observed from behind the register. “You look just like Walter, coming in with Margo’s leash in one hand and a smoothie in the other. Although he usually bought one for me, too.”
Amusement warred with irritation. “Would you like a smoothie?”
“Strawberry-banana would be amazing.”
“Gotcha. But you’re on Margo duty.” Nora handed the dog over long enough to go get a second smoothie. Once back, it didn’t take her long to get settled in to Walter’s office. It was a cozy little room, if not a little dark. Nora wouldn’t have minded a window or something. The shelves were lined with advance copies of books, some dating back a decade or more. He had a sensible computer that looked a bit dated but worked well enough. She quickly realized why his home was devoid of paperwork—this office had an overabundance of the stuff.
She wasn’t quite sure where to start. As much as she wanted to look through the stacks of paperwork or the computer hard drive for clues about his murder, she felt like getting a handle on the bookstore should come first. She didn’t know the first thing about managing a bookstore, but she had to start somewhere.
But, before she got down to the business of running her business, she put a call in to Raymond Everly. Lissa informed her he was in court but said he’d be in touch as soon as he could.
“Do you think he’s really in court, Margo? Or is he avoiding me?” She looked over at the dog, who was curled up in a deceptively small ball in her aqua-colored dog sofa. Margo didn’t respond, not so much as an ear swivel, so Nora considered herself dismissed. With a sigh, she dove into the computer files, thankful he’d taped the password to the monitor.
There were so many files on the computer it made her head spin; she was too busy wading through the bookstore’s accounts to even consider going a-sleuthing. She had no idea where Walter’s money came from, but it wasn’t the bookstore. It was hemorrhaging money. The store had zero social media presence. It didn’t show up on any search engine, and it looked closed from the street. From what little she’d already learned about Walter, she suspected he hadn’t bothered with any of it so he could give Pru a silent sanctuary. But surely there was a more economical way to do so.
A knock on the door came just in time to save her eyesight—she had stared at the screen so long she was starting to see double.
“Yep?” she called out, to which Raymond poked his head through the door, surprising her.
“Could I interest you and Margo in some lunch? I know a great little place not far from here that has fish tacos to die for, and I have an hour before I have to be back in court.”
Nora’s stomach rumbled in response, leaving her no room to say anything other than, “Sure. Sounds great.”
Before she left, she got Pru’s order and promised to bring her back some food. Margo trotted along at her side so perfectly, it was easy to forget they’d gotten off to such a rocky start. Conversation with Raymond stayed light as they wandered down the street to the little café he’d mentioned. It wasn’t until they were settled at a patio table under a jaunty umbrella that Nora broached the topic foremost on her mind.
"So... You left a few things out. Is it true that Uncle Walter left me a ridiculous amount of money, too?"
"Yes, forgive me. I suppose I wanted to get a sense of who you were first. I would have told you eventually."
"Would it have made a difference? Was it a test of some sort?"
He smiled ruefully. "No, and no. Just peace of mind for an old man."
"He meant a lot to you, didn't he?"
"He meant the world to me." It was hard to miss the sadness in his voice.
"Did, uh, did Detective Medero come see you?"
"He did." Raymond's face turned to granite. "But I can't for the life of me imagine why anyone would hurt Walter. He was a kind and decent man."
"I can tell that he was." Nora found herself reaching out to place a hand on Raymond's. "I don't know what transpired between him and my grandmother, but I can guess. And I'm sorry for it. Sorry I never knew him."
"He would have adored you." Raymond patted the hand she'd placed on his. "But, enough of that. Let's order lunch and talk about your inheritance. You are quite the heiress now."
All of it felt a little surreal as she listened to him wade through the ins and outs of things like probate and trusts. Her left temple was starting to throb, and her head was swirling with questions about what this meant for her life—should she go back to San Francisco when things were settled? She’d only sublet her loft apartment for the last three months of the current lease. But taking Uncle Walter’s money and selling off his other assets didn’t feel right. Managing the shop from the opposite coast didn’t feel doable, either.
What would she even do back in San Francisco? Volunteer? She hadn’t disliked her job but going back now that she didn’t need to held no appeal. Nora tried to shove the questions aside, to focus on the words coming out of Raymond’s mouth. One thing was abundantly clear to her, though: She needed help.
“I don’t suppose you could recommend a good accountant?” Nora asked when he paused long enough to take a bite of his fish taco. “I need someone who can help me sort through the books at the shop, too. They seem to raise questions more than they provide answers.”
“Bless his heart, Walter never did much care for paperwork,” Raymond noted as he dabbed the corners of his mouth with his napkin. “I’ll have Lissa send over the information for my accountant. She’s sharp, she’s fair, and she’s honest. I tried to get Walter to hire her more than once and he always just waved me off.”
“Thank you.” Nora felt a certain measure of relief knowing she wouldn’t have to sift through it all on her own. She still hadn’t figured out where the money was even coming from. She assumed it was one of the holdings or corps he’d rattled off over the course of the last forty minutes but figuring out what was operating at a profit and what was a loss was going to take much longer than a lunch to get to the bottom of.
She would have asked Raymond to point her in the right direction, but they were joined by a sixty-something man in a bowling shirt and slacks, wearing a watch that probably cost more than Nora’s car. He was flanked by two men wearing honest-to-goodness tracksuits, leaving Nora to wonder if she’d just stepped into a scene from The Sopranos or something.
“Raymond, my friend, it’s good to see you. I wanted to offer my condolences on your loss. I was out of town when it happened; I only just heard. He was a good man.”
“Thank you.” Raymond nodded, clearly touched by the words. “This is Walter’s niece, Nora. Nora, this is Lucca Buccio.”
Nora nodded in greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lucca.”
“It’s so good to meet you, Nora. Your uncle, he was a good man. We shared a love of greyhounds. In fact, I should have recognized Margo, there.”
“They are exquisite creatures.” Nora reached down to stroke Margo’s head, mentally adding that exquisitely odd might be the more accurate description.
“I see she is in good hands now.” He nodded approvingly. “That’s good. That’s good. She was one of our best runners. A champion.”
She could feel a tremble ripple through Margo under her fingers, even as it clicked into place for her why Lucca loved greyhounds. “So, you owned the track Walter helped shut down?”
He smiled, appreciation twinkling in his eyes. “I see the wheels turning. I did own the track, but it wasn’t like that. I respected Walter, even if I did not agree with him. And I loved my dogs. Gave them a chance to do what they were bred to do, and they were glorious.”
Nora smiled at the thought of Margo being glorious at anything. “I’m glad to know she was loved. I’ve only known Margo a short while, but I’m already quite fond of her. She’s an original.”
“That she is,” he agreed. “That she is. Let me know if you and Margo ever need anything. Walter’s family is our family.”
“Thank you.” Nora took the hand he offered. “It was lovely to meet you.”
Lucca left, the gorillas in the tracksuits still following quietly behind. Nora blinked and looked at Raymond. “Did what I think just happened actually just happen?”
Raymond grinned and took a sip of his sparkling water before answering. “Your uncle was an interesting man, my dear. Very interesting indeed.”






  
  Chapter Four


Since Margo had decided to become Nora’s shadow, she hadn’t needed a dog sitter for a couple of days. She did, however, find herself missing August’s energy and wondered how the mother/daughter pair were doing. She also had a job offer for August, so she invited them over for dinner. 
Now that groceries had been delivered, Nora was teaching herself how to use the propane grill on the back patio. She still didn’t like to cook, but grilling felt more like an event or evening activity and less like a chore. She had veggie kabobs nearly done when August peeked over the fence.
“Hello? Anybody home?”
“Yes! Sorry. I lost track of time. Come on back,” Nora said, closing her laptop and setting it aside. The more she looked into Lucca Buccio, the more it seemed his path and Walter’s crossed. There was even a picture in a sailing magazine with Lucca in the foreground and a man who had to be Walter in the background, one hand resting proudly on a rather lovely boat. The caption said the boat was a ketch named Magnolia Jane. Nora jotted down some notes before turning her attention to her guests.
“Usually that’s my line.” August wore a pair of peacock blue harem pants with elephants marching down the legs and a pale blue t-shirt that clung to her curves and read, “If my mouth doesn’t say it, my face definitely will.” Charlotte wore a yellow and white sundress with daisies for buttons, the matching ribbons failing in their attempt to contain her curls.
Being around children was unfamiliar territory for Nora. She’d offered to make more kid-friendly fare for Charlotte, but August had been adamant that the little girl would be happy with whatever they ate. Nora had listened to her coworkers bemoan their children’s eating habits enough to know that was unusual.
As it turned out, August hadn’t been lying out of a desire to be polite. The little girl did seem happy with a plate of grilled veggies, a piece of cheese, and some bread that her mom cut into bite-sized bits. She was also content to play with Margo or sit and color with the sidewalk chalk Nora had picked up on a whim.
“Any news on your uncle’s case?” August asked, stepping away from the table to blow bubbles for Charlotte. The little girl laughed and tried to catch them with outstretched palms. Margo decided it looked like great fun and was soon bouncing around, trying to catch bubbles, too, blinking with surprise when they’d pop.
Nora watched the antics with a mixture of amusement and regret, unable to help wondering if she would have had children of her own, had it not been for that fateful day. She pushed away the melancholy that inevitably followed questions of what-if and filled August in on all she’d found out about her uncle, ending with the fact that the first clue she’d found was the one clue she’d yet to follow up on: Helen Lansdowne.
“I could talk to her for you,” August offered.
“I couldn’t ask that of you.”
“You didn’t ask; I offered. Besides, a mom with a kid is a good cover. I’ll make an appointment, say we’re looking for a place.”
“But if she’s a murderer, it could be dangerous.”
“Didn’t she slip him antifreeze?” August asked, reclaiming her seat, thus ending the bubble game. “I just won’t accept any food or drink. It’ll be fine.”
“I don’t know—” Nora didn’t feel comfortable potentially putting August and Charlotte in danger. “But I do need your help with something else.”
“What’s that?”
“Have you ever worked in a bookshop?”
“Nope.”
“Would you be willing to give it a try?” Nora was undeterred.
“Maybe.” August eyed her curiously.
“I currently have one employee, but she has a medical condition that makes me think she’d be better suited helping me sort out the office. I need someone to run the front. You could bring Charlotte with you,” Nora explained. “We have literally zero customers at the moment, but I’m hoping to change that.”
“What are the hours?”
“Right now? Whatever you want. The store is opened ten to six, though. Tuesday through Sunday.”
“You do know I live in a van, right? We were just passing through, checking things out. The plan was to push on when it got too muggy or if we lost interest.”
“And you can still do that,” Nora promised. “But I like having you both around, and I need the help.”
“Having steady pay would be nice,” August admitted. “Okay, yeah, I can do that.”
“Wonderful! I think you’ll like Prudence, your new coworker. She’s an artist.”
“Cool. Thanks. When do you want me to start?”
Plans were made for August’s first day on the job. Nora got their smoothie order before they left for the night, promising to have treats there for everyone when they arrived. Now that she’d secured a store employee who could talk to customers without suffering an onslaught to her senses, she needed to have a conversation with Prudence about her promotion.
It was a conversation that didn’t go quite as Nora had envisioned. She’d gone into it thinking she was giving Prudence good news—her job was safe, and the new position would allow her to isolate or interact as much as she chose. Instead, Pru had looked at her with watery eyes and asked what she’d done wrong.
“No, this is a promotion,” Nora assured her. “It’s a good thing, with a pay raise. I have no idea how to run a bookstore, and I’m doing an abysmal job figuring it out while trying to untangle the rest of Uncle Walter’s ventures—”
“And solve his murder,” Pru reminded her.
“And solve his murder,” Nora agreed. “Though let’s not tell the detective we’re working on that.”
“He does seem rather touchy about the whole ‘let me do my job’ thing.” Pru twisted her mouth and wrinkled her nose in an expression that was much cuter than it should be.
“He’s not great at taking helpful advice.” Nora leaned against the counter, propping her chin on her fist in thought. “You know, the more I learn about Uncle Walter, the more of a mystery he becomes.”
“That’s fair. He was good to me, but I don’t know that any of us truly knew him. There was always a part of him he kept separate.” Pru hopped up on the counter, allowing her legs to swing freely as they talked. “So, about this new person. You say she has a kid? Won’t that be noisy?”
“Charlotte’s a pretty chill kid,” Nora promised. “And you’ll be getting the office with your promotion. If it gets too noisy out here for you, just go in your office and put on some noise-canceling headphones.”
“I don’t want to take your office,” Pru protested. “That doesn’t feel right.”
Nora shook her head. “I want you to have it. I can set up an office at the house and a workspace out here, where I can interact with customers. I promise I don’t mind. But you’ll have to help me clean it up and make sense of all his paperwork. I think he ran all of his businesses from in there—I want to move everything else to my home office and just keep bookshop stuff here.”
Pru nodded. “I can do that. Can I still keep the loft for my paintings?”
“For now, absolutely.”
“For now?”
“I think you need a proper studio,” Nora clarified. “But I don’t mind you using the loft. Now, I’ve got to scoot if I’m going to make my lunch with the new accountant.”
Nora had learned early on in her career that you could learn a lot about a person by having lunch with them. Everything from how they handled wait times to how they treated the staff, to the eye contact they made throughout the meal told her something of their character. The guys in the office had teased her about her methods being as old-fashioned as her wardrobe, but she consistently outranked them in sales, and she credited that largely to her lunches.
Even though Ivy came highly recommended by both Raymond and Google, Nora still wanted to lay eyes on the woman before handing her the reins to ten million dollars.
The restaurant Ivy suggested was perched on the banks of the Tolomato River, amidst a grove of oak trees. They sat on a deck overlooking the river, shaded by trees with Spanish moss dripping off the branches. Nora found the whole thing utterly enchanting.
There was something about Ivy that was both intimidating and alluring at once. Her lithe frame was impeccably dressed, a cream-colored sleeveless blouse with a cowl neck standing in stark contrast to her deep mocha skin. She wore brown pinstripe slacks, strappy heels, and her long black hair was plaited into perfect microbraids. Perhaps most enviable of all was the confident poise she radiated. The whole package came together to create one of the most beautiful women Nora had ever seen.
The women exchanged pleasantries and talked about nothing of consequence as they ordered their drinks and meals. Nora had never had many friends. Most of her social circle had been centered on her fiancé, and those had drifted away after the accident, leaving her with work, coworkers she didn’t particularly care for, and family she saw only sparingly to fill her world.
Recently, she’d made a couple of friends while on vacation—but they were back in California. As she listened to Ivy’s musical laughter, she could see herself someday calling this woman a friend. Add to that the wild August and quirky Pru, and Nora considered herself quite the socialite these days.
They had discussed restaurants, the best shopping in town, and their favorite books by the time Nora brought the subject up they’d met for.
“So, I don’t know how much time you have for new clients, but my uncle seems to have had more than one business, which I’ve now inherited. The books are a bit of a jumble, and I know when I’m out of my depth. Raymond highly recommended you, so I was wondering if you could help me make sense of it all?”
“I knew about the bookshop,” Ivy commented. “What other businesses did he have?”
“That’s a very good question. He had some real estate holdings, but he refused to sell them—despite the fact that they seem to be worth quite a bit.”
Before Nora could go on, Ivy nodded. “I think I heard about that. There’s been an explosion of growth along the 207 corridor. One developer just paid one-point-five million for just six acres. I seem to recall Raymond mentioning that Walter was determined to preserve what he could of it. He was hesitant to see St. Augustine grow too much, said it would lose its charm.”
Nora decided to move chatting with Helen Lansdowne up on her to-do list. Depending on how much property Walter was sitting on, it could definitely be motive for murder.
“Good to know,” Nora mused. “But if he wasn’t making money off of his real estate and he was losing fistfuls of cash with the bookshop, he had to have revenue coming in from somewhere.”
Ivy studied her for a moment. “You’re worried he was into something shady.”
“Is that crazy?” Nora hadn’t admitted it out loud before now, but Ivy was right. How could she be sure Walter was just disorganized, and not intentionally hiding where his money came from?
“It’s not crazy.” Ivy shook her head. “It could be innocent, but if you’re having trouble tracing the source of his income, it’s not crazy to wonder why.”
“Could you help me?”
“Are you sure you want to know?”
“Absolutely.” Nora didn’t hesitate. “I need to know.”
Ivy regarded her for a moment. “All right. I’ll help you. Box up any receipts you can find, do your best to organize everything, I’ll swing by the shop to pick it up.”
“Wonderful.” Nora beamed at her. “Thank you.”
After that, the conversation shifted to their meals and what seasoning went into the shrimp. The women chatted easily, getting to know each other. Nora learned that Ivy’s parents had immigrated here from Jamaica, settling in Miami. Ivy had moved to St. Augustine after college. At first, she insisted it was for a job, but she eventually admitted she’d followed her heart. The relationship had failed, but the town grew on her, and she stayed. That was ten years ago.
After lunch, Nora and Margo headed back to the bookshop, where she was greeted by a rather impatient Detective Medero. Nora stifled the reflexive urge to apologize. She was allowed to eat lunch and they didn’t have an appointment. The man could have called instead of just showing up and acting put out when she wasn’t sitting here waiting on him.
Instead of telling him any of that, she ignored his irritation and greeted him politely. “Good afternoon detective. I wasn’t expecting you today. How can I help you?”
“Good afternoon, Ms. Jones.”
“Nora.”
“Nora,” he corrected. “I was hoping I could take a look at your uncle’s books.”
“Hmm, no, sorry.” Nora frowned. “Not unless you have a warrant. I’m still sorting those out myself.”
He scowled. “I thought you wanted me to find your uncle’s murderer.”
“I do. But I’m not sharing the books before I’ve even had a chance to go through them myself. Not unless I legally have to.”
“It’s come to my attention that Walter and a man with known ties to the mafia were on opposite sides of the debate over greyhound racing in Florida. I think it’s a solid lead.”
“Lucca?” Nora shook her head disapprovingly. “No. He and Walter respected each other.”
“And you know this how? I thought you’d never met Walter.”
“I didn’t. But I met Lucca.”
“So, you’re going to take the mob boss’s word on the subject?”
Nora rolled her eyes, irritated with his patronizing tone. “I’m not just taking Lucca’s word on it—Margo was nervous around him, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he reminded her of the track or if he scared her, so I did some digging. Everyone I talked to, everything I’ve read, backs up his story: They were on opposing sides but had a healthy respect for each other that bordered on friendship.”
She left out that she had mild concerns they were somehow business partners at some point. Dear goodness, she hoped that was a past thing. What if she was inadvertently in bed with the mafia? She’d be highly irritated with Uncle Walter if that turned out to be the case.
“Could you please just let me do my job?” His voice oozed exasperation.
“I would be thrilled if you’d do your job.”
Rafael closed his eyes briefly, making Nora wonder if he was trying to rein in his temper. “I mean, without you trying to do it for me.”
Nora twisted her mouth into her thinking pose. “I’m not very good at staying out of it when there’s a puzzle to solve.”
“Have a lot of experience solving mysteries, do you?”
“I have a knack,” she informed him, not at all pleased with the mocking tone to his voice. “Just last month I solved the mystery of the furniture fairies for a friend.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Furniture fairies?”
“Furniture had been mysteriously appearing on her doorstep.” She waved her hand as if to brush away the conversation. “Look, I’m not trying to get in your way. But I don’t see how I’m hurting you by asking a question here and there.”
“Asking questions here and there about the mob,” he amended.
Nora shrugged, as if it were of no consequence to her, amused by the small tic he got in his eye at the gesture. “I appreciate you stopping by to let me know where you’re at with the investigation.”
“That’s not why I stopped by—” he started to argue before shutting his mouth, a flash of bewildered irritation crossing his face. “Never mind. I’ll be back with a warrant. Have a good day, Ms. Jones.”
“Nora,” she reminded him.
“Nora,” he repeated before taking his leave.
Pru grinned, reminding Nora of her presence when she spoke. “I think he likes you.”
“Really?” Nora wasn’t so sure about that. “I think I frustrate him.”
“Men are suckers for women who frustrate them,” Pru informed her. “I’m pretty sure they’re all at least a little masochistic.”
“You might have a point there.”
“His voice is a very pretty shade of blue.”
“I thought I was blue.” Nora hoped she didn’t sound jealous over the color of her voice.
“You’re a brighter blue. Like the sea on a calm day. His is a deeper blue. Like the sky at night, but not deep night. Twilight kind of blue.”
Ever since meeting Pru, Nora found herself wondering what color random sounds were but resisted the urge to press her friend on the topic. “Fascinating.”
They spent the rest of the day working on marketing for the store. Pru was tasked with setting up social media for them while Nora divided her time between reading up on how to get them to show up on search engine maps and trying to get the receipts ready for Ivy. It wasn’t until they were closing up the shop that she realized she’d let another day slip by without reaching out to Helen to see if she could figure out why Walter thought she was the devil. Irritated with herself, she left a message with the woman, explaining who she was and that she’d come across Helen’s card in Walter’s house before asking if they could meet the next day.
Tired and more than a little overwhelmed, Nora trudged back to the house. At least Margo seemed content with their new routine.
A man materialized beside Nora’s car door as she opened it, causing her to jump. “Howdy, neighbor.”
“Hello,” she offered cautiously, wishing he’d respect her personal space. She’d always had a healthy personal bubble, but it had definitely grown over the last couple of years.
“I’m Tom Chapman—I live next door.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Tom.”
“I didn’t catch your name.”
Nora wanted to reply that’s because she didn’t give it but mentally scolded herself for being rude before answering. “Nora. I’m Walter’s niece.”
“Ah, well, I was hoping to talk to you about a matter Walter left unresolved.” Self-importance dripped from his voice.
Nora closed her door firmly, walking around the car to let Margo out. Every part of her just wanted to go inside and scrounge up some dinner. “What’s that?”
“I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but those trees over there hang over the fence line. I can send my nephew over to top them for you. He’s got real reasonable rates.”
“No, thank you.” Nora did a quick glance around the neighborhood, noting that everyone’s trees were ignoring property lines. “I’ll get an arborist out to take a look, but I don’t think topping them is a good idea.”
His face turned red, and he dove headfirst into the litany of reasons she should pay his nephew to defile her trees, all of which she knew were wrong because once upon a time, she’d been engaged to a landscape architect who’d gotten his start as an arborist, and she’d spent many-an-hour listening to him talk trees. But none of that felt like something she wanted to share with this disagreeable man, so she simply smiled, nodded, and kept walking, promising to call someone to take a look at the trees on the property.
One encounter with her neighbors and Nora was beginning to wonder if maybe she’d be better off selling the house instead of staying in it.
“What do you think, Margo?” she asked the dog.
Margo cocked her head and swiveled her ears in response.
“I know, I know.” Nora sighed. “You want to stay here. Then you’re going to have to help me figure out what to do about the neighbor.”
Margo crossed her paws and lay her head on them, looking up at Nora.
“I’m on my own with the neighbor, aren’t I?”
Margo thumped her tail, leaving Nora to assume that was a yes.






  
  Chapter Five


August showed up for her first day of work wearing a boho skirt and a gray t-shirt that rated adulting one-star with the words “would not recommend” scrawled underneath. Nora smiled to herself, thinking it was an incredibly appropriate choice of attire. 
Nora was happy that Pru and August seemed to hit it off right away. When she went to finish boxing paperwork, Prudence was teaching August how to work the cash register while Charlotte made a beeline for the children’s corner with Margo glued to her side.
It was nearly lunchtime when Pru joined her in the office.
Nora glanced up from the box she was labeling. “So? What do you think?”
“She’s delightful.” Pru curled into the chair and closed her eyes, massaging her temples. “But I think I need a little bit of a break from all the yellow.”
“Fair enough.” Nora tried to be quiet as she moved the banker’s box to the top of the stack waiting in the corner. “Want to take a lunch?”
“Is it okay if I just hide in here for a while?”
“Absolutely. I’ll order something in for everyone and you can hide in here the rest of the day if you want.”
“I’ll be out to show her how to close up,” Pru promised. “And thank you.”
“No problem.” Nora let herself out of the office, snagging her laptop on the way out. Eager for some sunshine, August and Charlotte walked Margo while Nora ordered their food. They’d just gotten back when Leo arrived, his arms loaded down with bags.
“Oh, hey!” It only took Nora a second to place him. “How are you?”
“Good. And you? It looks like the dog is being more cooperative.” He spoke to Nora, but his eyes kept cutting over to August.
“We’re good. Getting settled in.”
He lifted the bags marginally. “I have your lunch. Where do you want me to set it?”
“The counter’s fine.”
“Sometimes I supplement the ghost hunting income with delivery gigs,” he sheepishly answered the question she hadn’t asked.
“I’m glad for it—it’s good to see you again.” August flashed a dimple at him before diving into the bags to divvy up food. “Want to stay and have lunch? Nora ordered enough for a small army.”
“Are you sure?” Leo looked from August to Nora.
“Positive. Grab a stool and join us.” Nora gestured before heading to the office to let Pru know the food was there.
Pru stopped short at the office door. “What’s he doing here?” she asked, her voice low.
“Delivering our food, why?” Nora frowned, not sure what she’d missed.
“He wanted to set up a bunch of equipment a while back—said the place was haunted—Walter chased him off.”
“Huh. He hadn’t mentioned it.” Nora mentally chided herself for instantly placing him in the suspect column. If being told no was suddenly grounds for murder, she must be getting desperate for a viable suspect.
“So, don’t be mad, Nora—” August began, pausing just long enough to hand Charlotte a plate and hop up on a stool in front of her own plate. “But Charlotte and I started house hunting yesterday.”
“Why would Nora be mad about that?” Leo’s brow crinkled in confusion.
“Because she wasn’t house hunting.” Nora was torn between being irritated and immensely curious. “She was questioning a murder suspect.”
“You went and saw Helen, didn’t you?” Pru asked with a knowing grin.
August looked to Pru with wide eyes. “How’d you know?”
“She’s the first person I suspected, too.”
“Why did Walter hate her so much?” Nora asked.
“She was a bulldog,” Pru explained. “Wouldn’t leave him alone about that property over off the 207.”
“Isn’t she a residential realtor, though?” Leo asked.
Nora’s looked over at Leo as she took a drink of sparkling water. “How do you know Helen?”
“Her billboard is everywhere.” His tone of voice said the answer should have been obvious. Nora wasn’t so sure, though. She never paid attention to them.
“He’s right,” August interjected. “Helen is a residential realtor. I would think that’s a whole different ballgame from brokering a commercial deal that large.”
“Maybe she’s looking to break into the big leagues?” Pru wondered aloud.
“Very nice, sticking with the baseball theme,” Nora commented before turning back to August. “I hate to encourage you by asking, but what did you find out?”
“Only that I don’t think she’s given up on the property.”
“How do you know that?”
“There was a sticky note with your phone number on her desk. I think she’s going to reach out to you soon.”
“Well, I did leave her a message asking to meet. Still, wouldn’t it be problematic if she stopped by the shop and saw you here?”
“Maybe. Or maybe she’ll think it’s a coincidence and she can use it to her advantage.”
“But if we’re right, you’re dealing with a murderer.” Nora circled back to her original protest on the topic.
“Wait, what?” Leo dropped his fork. “Walter was murdered?”
“We literally just said that.” Nora belatedly wondered if her tone was too harsh.
“Poisoned,” August told him.
“I still don’t like thinking about it.” Pru frowned. “He was such a good man. He didn’t deserve that.”
“Wow.” Leo sat back, somber. “He was a good man. He didn’t deserve that at all.”
“I heard he chased you out of here.” Nora couldn’t help bringing it up.
“He did.” Still serious, Leo turned his attention to Nora. “And I respected him for it.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“He believed me, that the place is haunted. It’s built right over the top of one of the buildings that was sacked when pirates raided back in 1688. There are still remnants of the original building down in the cellar.” Leo’s face had brightened as he explained.
“So, not only did I inherit a failing business and a flatulent dog, I’ve also inherited a ghost?” Nora summarized, thinking that her friend Eve back in California would eat this discovery right up.
“Well, I mean, you can’t exactly inherit a ghost—” Leo awkwardly explained, stopping short when he saw the look on Nora’s face. “Yes. You inherited a ghost.”
“Lovely.” Nora took a deep breath. “If Walter believed you, why did he chase you away?”
“He didn’t want the shop to end up on the ghost tours. Said it would attract too many people and he liked the quiet.” Leo’s eyes cut over to Pru before darting back down to his plate.
The pieces of that particular puzzle snapped into place for Nora. Yet again, Walter had been protecting Prudence, providing her with a quiet sanctuary in which to paint. The more she learned about the man, the harder it was to imagine why anyone would want to kill him—or what he could have possibly done to her family to deserve banishment.
“If you guys are looking for who murdered Walter, I want to help,” Leo insisted.
Nora sat down her fork, her appetite gone. “We hadn’t discussed it, but I suppose we are.”
“Then we need a plan,” Pru decreed. “But then I really am hiding in the office the rest of the day. My head is killing me.”
The rest of lunch was spent making a list of possible suspects and divvying up who would cyberstalk whom. Nora gave up on trying to keep track of it all in notes, fishing the whiteboard out of the office so they could map it out there.
Nora’s phone rang and she glanced down. “Speak of the devil.”
She excused herself to answer, trying to keep her voice neutral as she spoke to the infamous Helen Lansdowne. She reemerged a few minutes later, utterly perplexed.
“What was that?” August looked up from the puzzle she was doing with Charlotte.
“That was our primary suspect, withdrawing the offer on the property. She said she’d been acting on behalf of a company, but they were no longer interested.”
“Where does that leave us?” Leo asked.
Nora wrote the name of the company on their whiteboard with a question mark after. “I honestly don’t know. But there was something in her voice that makes me want to dig into Rocca Consolidated. She sounded almost… afraid.”
“Rocca Consolidated? You know that’s a shell corporation for the Buccio family, right?” Ivy asked, surprising everyone with her sudden appearance.
Nora belatedly wondered if having her whiteboard at the front desk was the wisest choice—and she mentally lamented the lack of bell on the front door.
“Hi, Ivy. I did not know that. That’s incredibly helpful information, thank you.”
“What are you thinking?” Leo looked from Nora to the board they’d started amassing clues on.
“I’m thinking this makes two connections between Lucca and Walter. Perhaps Detective Medero was right all along, and I owe him an apology.” Nora didn’t like being wrong, but she was willing to admit when she was.
“Sorry, I’m new to the conversation,” Ivy interjected, waving her hand in a circle in front of the board. “What do we have going on here?”
“We’re trying to figure out who murdered Walter,” Pru explained.
“Walter was murdered?” Ivy’s face fell. “I had no idea.”
“Poisoned. With antifreeze,” Nora confirmed.
“And y’all are trying to solve the murder yourselves because—” Ivy drifted off, waiting for one of them to supply her with an answer.
“Well, initially because I was pretty sure the detective was heading down the wrong path, but I’m beginning to second guess myself. I was just so sure Lucca wouldn’t kill Walter. And antifreeze? That doesn’t seem very mafia to me.” Nora sank onto her stool, rubbing her fingers on her forehead as if she could work loose the jumbled thoughts within.
“Should we swing by Rocca Consolidated to see what we can figure out?” Leo suggested.
“What, like, all pile into August’s van and go in search of clues?” Nora shook her head. “I’m not sure driving up to the business office for a shell corporation in a flowered-covered van is the most discreet approach.”
“If we go searching for clues in a flower-covered van, then clearly the next step is to start calling ourselves Mystery, Inc.” Pru cracked a grin.
“Does that make me Fred?” August frowned. “I’m not wearing an ascot.”
“You’d be cute in an ascot,” Leo reassured her, causing Nora to roll her eyes.
“Was it Fred’s van?” Ivy wondered. “It seems more Shaggy’s style.”
“Or Daphne’s,” Pru suggested. “With the flowers and all.”
“Daphne did have the money,” Ivy agreed.
Nora could not believe this conversation. “We are not Mystery, Inc. We’re grown adults.”
Leo raised his eyebrows and looked pointedly around the group.
“Which one of us is Scooby, then? Tell me it’s not me.” Nora did a mental assessment of the group. Who was Daphne?
Leo rolled his eyes. “Clearly, Margo is Scooby.”
Nora conceded that he had a point.
“Does that make Charlotte Scrappy Doo?” Pru wondered.
“No! Charlotte can’t be Scrappy. He was irritating.” Despite her better judgment, Nora had to argue that one.
“Ooh, Ivy is Velma!” August chimed in happily.
Ivy rolled her eyes. “Sure, typecast the nerd.”
Eventually, they circled back around to the topic at hand. After much back-and-forth, a to-do list was divvied up among them, and they each left with a task. For Ivy, it was much the same as when she walked through the door: Untangle the money. Only now, there was an urgency to get it done before Detective Medero got his warrant.
Despite being the one to nix the idea of driving by Rocco Consolidated, Nora did just that on her way home. She wasn’t sure exactly what she hoped to find, but it still felt worth doing. It was a nondescript building in the middle of a retail strip. Nothing about it seemed particularly nefarious.
Disheartened, she headed home, nearly passing right by her driveaway when she noticed Tom standing at the fence watching the road. Mentally chiding herself to be a grownup, Nora pulled in and took a deep breath before stepping out of the car.
“Howdy neighbor. I got your package for you.”
Nora blinked. “You got my package?”
“It was sitting on your front porch. Anyone could have taken it.”
“Apparently, someone did take it.”
He chuckled, either oblivious to her tone or choosing to ignore it. “Have you thought any more about hiring my nephew?”
“I have someone coming to look at the trees next week.”
“You don’t want to do that.” The ice in his voice sent a chill down Nora’s spine.
Nora refrained from asking if that was a threat. Instead, she gave a firm smile and assured him, reaching her hand out for the small brown box he held. “Actually, I do. And please leave my packages on my door from now on. They’ll be fine, I’m sure.”
As she left him to swear at her, she made a mental note to have a door camera installed. She also found herself wondering if Tom Chapman was the sort of man to poison someone over trees.






  
  Chapter Six


Nora juggled Margo’s leash and a tray of smoothies as she backed out of Sunshine Smoothies, saying goodbye to Regina. Suddenly, the door pulled away from her and she found herself tumbling back, only to be caught by two massive hands. Her unknown rescuer steadied Nora even as Lucca appeared in her line of sight, apologizing for the mishap and reaching to take the tray for her. 
“Nora, dear, are you all right?”
“Fine, thank you.” She straightened her dress. It was a red and white polka dot halter dress straight out of the 1950s that had always made her particularly happy.
Lucca furrowed his brow with concern. “You didn’t get any on you?” 
“No, it’s fine,” she reassured him.
“Good. You look pretty.”
“Thank you.” This moment felt surreal. She turned to find her rescuer. Unable to discern which of Lucca’s guards had caught her, she smiled in the general direction and said, “Thank you.”
Both of them nodded, leaving her still in the dark as to who she owed the salvation of her polka dot dress to. Or maybe it had been a group effort. She’d been hitting the smoothies and takeout pretty hard since moving to Florida.
“Walk with me?” Lucca offered his arm.
“Can I drop my smoothies off first? They’ll melt.”
Lucca handed them to a guard in response, nodding toward the bookshop. Nora wished she could snag her drink, but they disappeared before she could gather the presence of mind to ask. There was little for her to do but accept the offered arm and allow herself to be led along.
“I was wondering if you needed something. If I might be of service, that is,” he said.
“Not unless you want to get my neighbor off my back,” Nora joked.
“Your neighbor is causing you trouble?”
“Nothing I can’t handle.” She wondered if her voice conveyed how much she doubted that statement. “He just seems oddly determined for me to let his nephew mangle my tree.”
Lucca stopped short, turning to Nora, concern shining in his big brown eyes. “Is that a euphemism for something?”
“No!” Nora was horrified. “No, he literally wants me to pay his nephew to cut the tops entirely off my trees.”
“But then they would just be sticks in the ground.”
“And their roots would rush nutrients to rebuilding their leaf structure, making them more vulnerable to tipping over in a storm,” Nora added before wondering if Lucca had been joking and she missed it. That happened to her a lot.
“And did you tell him you did not want this?”
“Unequivocally. So now he’s taking packages off my door and hanging out by my driveway. It’s all rather creepy.” Somewhere in the back of her brain, the thought was blooming that perhaps she shouldn’t be telling all of this to a stranger. Or to a mob boss.
Lucca’s face darkened, making Nora wonder if she’d just accidentally put a hit out on her neighbor.
“I don’t need anything, though. Why do you ask?”
“It’s just that we picked up your car on our cameras, hanging around outside our corporate office. But you didn’t come in to say hi. So, I thought maybe you might need something.”
“Oh, that. Well.” She briefly toyed with the idea of lying and discarded it. “I was just curious about Rocco Consolidated. The name seems to keep coming up, so I thought I’d check it out.”
“Was this curiosity sated?”
“Not really, no.” She shook her head, biting her lip in thought. “Everything I learn about Uncle Walter just seems to open up more questions.”
“Like what?”
“Who’s Magnolia Jane?” Nora blurted.
Lucca threw his head back and laughed. “Magnolia Jane is the one woman who almost came between Walter and me.”
“Really?” Nora found herself leaning in, eager for the story.
“Janey’s a boat,” he explained with a hint of amusement still in his voice.
“Oh. I knew that. 
“But did you know that she was almost your boat?”
“I did not.” Nora briefly wondered what on earth she’d have done with a boat.
“She was Walter’s pride and joy until I won her in a poker game two months ago.”
“He must have been devastated.”
Lucca shrugged. “Never gamble what you aren’t willing to lose.”
“Sage advice.” Nora had to admit he was right. The rest of the walk, Lucca filled her in on stories about her uncle—playing cards, at the sailing club, or being a formidable foe when it came to the dogs that they both loved. It might have been easy to be lulled into her initial belief that this man meant Walter no harm, if not for the edge that crept into his voice whenever Nora drifted too close to a topic Lucca didn’t want discussed, like why he’d asked Helen Lansdowne to make an offer on Walter’s land. If they were friends, why hadn’t he done it himself?
Nora spent the rest of her day trying to concentrate on inventory, but her thoughts kept straying back to Lucca. The man carefully guarded the information he didn’t want you to know. And while that came as no great surprise given his occupation, it did make her hesitant to fully rule him out as having played some role in Walter’s death.
Another thought that refused to go away was the notion that Walter had lost his boat, something that was supposed to be his pride and joy, in a poker game. Maybe it was Nora’s cautious nature, but that seemed like a red flag to her. 
Pru seemed to have elevated Walter to sainthood in her mind, so Nora approached August and Leo with that particular thought.
“Does anyone else find it odd that Walter lost the Magnolia Jane to Lucca in a card game?” she asked, looking up from the stack of fantasy books she was counting.
“Are you wondering if he had a gambling problem that could have gotten him killed? August astutely guessed.
Nora frowned. “I hate to even say it out loud, but yes, I am.”
“How does one even go about looking into that, though?” August wondered.
“I know a place.” Leo’s voice exuded quiet confidence.
Nora and August exchanged a surprise glance. 
“That is not what I expected from you, Shaggy,” Nora teased.
“I’m Shaggy? Really?”
August gave him a sympathetic smile.
Nora shrugged. “You got the whole Scooby Doo analogy started.
“Touché,” he conceded. “But I have a standing invite to a Friday night game. The organizer is a fan of the show. I could go, maybe just ask around a bit?”
“That sounds dangerous.” Concern was etched on August’s brow.
“Nah.” He waved her concern off. “It’s just a game of poker. I’ll go lose a couple hundred bucks and see what conversations happen once they’ve all had a few drinks in them.”
Nora and August exchanged another look. This time Nora shrugged. It wasn’t a horrible idea, but she didn’t want to be the one to say so.
“There is one thing, though, Nora,” Leo said.
“What’s that?”
“Wanna spot me a couple hundred bucks?”
She couldn’t help laughing at his charming grin. “You are going to help me out. I think it’s only fair I foot the bill.”
Nora knew August wasn’t thrilled with the arrangement—and Pru wouldn’t be, either, if she knew—but it also felt good to have a new lead to explore. So far, every trail any of them had traced had led to a dead end.
When she and Margo pulled into the driveaway that evening, Nora’s brain was focused pretty intently on dinner. She’d been craving a strawberry walnut salad all day. To her pleasant surprise, Tom must not have noticed her because he turned and went inside as she pulled in.
“Thank heaven for small miracles, right Margo?” Nora glanced over at the dog, whose ears swiveled in response. 
Her luck didn’t hold, though. She’d no sooner sat down with her salad and a glass of Riesling when her doorbell rang. With a longing look at her dinner, she went to answer the door, only mildly surprised to see Rafael standing there.
“Detective Medero, how can I help you?”
There was a crinkle between his eyebrows that told Nora he wasn’t happy. “I think we need to talk.”
“Sure. Come in.” She opened the door wider and made room for him to pass. “I was just getting ready to have dinner. Care to join me?”
“You don’t have to go to any trouble.”
“It’s no trouble. It’s that or you watch me eat.” She didn’t wait for him before heading back to the kitchen as soon as the door was closed.
He followed her, hesitating only briefly before accepting the bowl she handed him.
“Would you like a glass of wine?”
“Better not. I’m still on duty.”
“Sparkling water?”
“Sure.” He smiled.
Nora paused, mentally acknowledging the oddity of the moment. In the short time she’d known this man, he’d accused her of murder, uncovered an old family secret, and taken it in stride when she’d told him, in not so many words, that he needed help doing his job. And yet, they were getting ready to have dinner together at her kitchen island with her gassy dog underfoot.
It seemed pretty par for the course since arriving in St. Augustine, Nora realized. Maybe the abnormal was her new normal.
“Are you getting settled in okay?” Rafael asked before taking a bite of salad. “Wow. That’s good. Amazing, actually.”
“Thanks! I make the dressing myself.”
“I think I need the recipe.”
Something about that amused Nora, but she let it slide. “For sure. I’ll jot it down before you go. But, to answer your question: Yes, for the most part. It’s definitely warmer than San Francisco, and weirder. But it’s good. Except for my neighbor. He’s the worst.”
“What’s up with the neighbor?”
Nora shrugged. “I think I inherited a tree dispute with the house.” She changed the topic, not wanting to sit and complain about Tom Chapman. He didn’t deserve any more of her time than he’d already gotten. Dinner was pleasant. She learned that Detective Medero liked to cook, lived by himself, and he didn’t have pets because he didn’t think it would be fair to leave anything alone so long with the crazy hours he kept. But, for all of their conversation, she still didn’t know why he’d come tonight.
After putting their bowls in the dishwasher, she wandered into the living room to put on some music, if for no other reason than to give her something to do. There was an energy to the room she couldn’t quite place, but it left her feeling jumpy.
“I talked to Helen Lansdowne today.” Rafael came alongside her, flipping through a crate of records. “I thought we agreed you were going to let me do my job.”
“Did we?” Nora furrowed her brow as if trying to recall. “Besides, how do you know I’m not looking to buy or sell property? Maybe that’s why I was talking to Helen.”
The look he gave her said they both knew that’s not why she was talking to Helen.
Rather than respond, Nora dropped the needle on the turntable, after a moment of scratchy static, Angel Baby by Rosie and the Originals came piping out of the speakers. Nora cocked her head to the side and listened for a moment, her body swaying of its own accord.
Rafael chuckled, causing Nora to open her eyes and look over her shoulder at him. “What?”
“Do you like anything from this era?” he asked.
“Smart-aleck,” she tossed back. “This is my uncle's record player. But there is an appeal to the past. There was a certain charm and innocence to it—and I certainly like the style.”
“There are many who would not agree with you.”
“I didn't say I like everything about it. Just certain things. Kind of like someone can go to a Ren Faire and still be grateful for cappuccinos and indoor plumbing.”
“Fair enough,” he conceded.
“I’m afraid you were right, though. About Helen. I don’t think she did it. She was irritating, but only because she was afraid of someone else.”
“You mean Lucca Buccio?”
“Yes, but I’m not willing to concede that one yet.” Nora couldn’t give a rational reason why, though. She was fairly certain “women’s intuition” wouldn’t hold up in court. “Have you considered Tom Chapman?”
“The irritating neighbor?” Rafael switched records, pausing long enough to catch the first strains of Earth Angel. “Dance with me?”
“Do you dance with all your former suspects?”
“Only the pretty ones.”
“Huh. That’s quite a line. Does it usually work for you?”
“To be honest, I’m not usually much of a pickup line kind of guy. Would it be better if I said, ‘only the ones who vex me by trying to solve the case on their own?’” He took her hand and with one fluid motion, pulled her further into the living room and into his arms.
“Vex. Now there’s a word you don’t hear every day,” Nora mused. “And I don’t recall saying yes to the dance.”
“Would you like to stop?”
“No.” The answer probably tumbled from her lips a bit too quickly.
“Good. But I’ve got to tell you, Tom Chapman never even crossed my mind as a suspect. Why him?”
“Because he’s being an absolute brute over some stupid tree. He’s making me dread coming home each night.”
“Okay, so what I’m hearing is you want him to be the murderer so he goes away and leaves you alone.”
While his assessment wasn’t entirely wrong, Nora still didn’t like it. “Maybe. But he does unnerve me.”
“Do you want me to talk to him?”
“Thank you, but no. Hopefully, I’ll be able to sort it on my own.” Nora resisted the urge to rest her head on his shoulder. His nearness was doing nothing for banishing that unsettled feeling she’d been trying to escape. 
The song ended and Nora nearly leapt out of his arms, grateful that the scratching record gave her an excuse to scurry away.
“I’m sorry. That was inappropriate, wasn’t it?” He seemed to be genuinely shy at that moment.
“Perhaps, but it was lovely,” Nora admitted. “But I’d best take Margo out before too long. She usually needs a walk after dinner.”
“Yes, I’ve learned the hard way not to mess with that dog’s digestion. I’ll see myself out.”
She watched him go, trying to make sense of what just happened. Realizing she was getting nowhere, and Margo really did need to go out, she set aside all thoughts of the detective and went about her evening. With Margo walked, Nora turned her attention to the kitchen. Every night, it felt a little more like home and a little less like being Goldilocks, crashing in a stranger’s home while they were away.
Just as she was putting up the last dish, her doorbell rang again. She was surprised to find Detective Medero once again standing on her front porch. Before she could even open her mouth to ask why, he was letting himself in.
“Is there anything you want to tell me about your relationship with Lucca Buccio?”
“Excuse me?” She was torn between dumbfounded and indignant.
“I find it odd that some of his goons visited your neighbor this afternoon.”
Nora let a startled gasp escape before she regained her composure. “I told him not to do that—much like I told you not to interfere.”
“I was trying to help.”
“I assume he was, as well.”
“Why would Lucca Buccio be interested in helping you?”
“I cannot fathom.”
“Are you sure about that?”
Nora slowly folded her arms across her chest as she gave him a look that had been known to send grown men scrambling out of the board room. “I don’t like your tone.”
He folded his arms across his chest, his jaw hardening to granite. “I don’t like being lied to.”
“I didn’t lie.”
“Uh-huh. I guess we’ll see when that warrant for your business records comes through tomorrow.”
“I guess we will,” she retorted with more confidence than she felt. “Now, unless you’re here to arrest me or something, I’d like you to please leave.”
He opened his mouth to reply, but the only thing to escape was something more akin to a growl than anything. With that, he turned and left. Still seething with rage, Nora couldn’t concentrate on anything else besides her desire to thump Detective Medero. So, she did the only reasonable thing she could: She baked. 
By the time she’d calmed down enough to see straight again, every one of her new friends had their own baggie of homemade blueberry muffins, neatly labeled for delivery in the morning. 
The next day, she popped by Sunshine Smoothies on her way to the bookshop to deliver Regina’s first.
The woman’s face lit up when she saw the gift. “This is so incredibly sweet of you, dear!” 
“It’s nothing. I hope you like it.” Nora blushed under the woman’s praise. 
“Walter used to do little things like this for me, back in the day. There was a time when we were sweet on each other, you know.”
Nora faltered. “You and Walter?”
“I hope it’s okay I tell you that. I don’t want to make things weird between us. But we were quite the item for a while—inseparable. But then he moved on and I never found out why.”
“Are you sure you guys weren’t just friends?”
“Oh, I know when a man’s flirting with me.” Regina giggled once at a memory before her face turned sour. “But then he started treating me like the hired help or something. I just don’t understand how men can be so cold sometimes.”
“Regina, Uncle Walter was gay,” Nora blurted, only pausing after the word tumbled out to consider if it was her news to share or how it might impact the woman across the counter from her. “I’m so sorry. I think maybe he was just putting some distance between you, so you didn’t get the wrong idea. I’m sure he didn’t mean to be cruel.”
Regina gasped, her hand going to her throat. It seemed an overreaction to Nora, but then she hadn’t been in the relationship. Who knows the depths of another’s feelings?
“I hope it wasn’t wrong of me to tell you that. I just thought you might want to understand.”
Regina nodded, still appearing to be in a state of shock.
“Well, okay, then. I guess I should go.” Nora backed toward the door. She knew it was the cowardly thing to do, but she was still ready to make her escape.
Regina barely waved at her as she left, her muffin sat forgotten on the counter. As Nora scurried back over to her shop, she wondered if her Uncle Walter would ever stop conjuring up surprises from beyond the grave.
As it turned out, he had at least one more surprise up his sleeve. Leo came back from poker night with the news that Walter had lost the boat on purpose. At least, that’s what the rumor mill believed. And, as Nora listened to Leo recount the conversations he’d heard, she was inclined to believe it as well.
“It does make sense.” August pondered his story. “I mean, the guy was a millionaire. If he didn’t want to lose the boat, he could have just gone to an ATM or written an IOU or something.”
“But why would he want to lose the boat? He loved that thing. He has a model of it in his office, for crying out loud.” None of it made sense to Nora.
“I had a horse when I was a kid,” Leo interjected, earning him a look of confusion from both women. “But then I became a teenager, and I was much more interested in girls than horses. I still kept the ribbons I won pinned to my wall, though.”
“You really think it was a simple as outgrowing it?”
“Maybe.” Leo gave a half shrug. “But whatever his reason for signing over the Magnolia Jane, I didn’t get the sense that Walter was in too deep or anything. He just enjoyed poker night with the guys.”
It was another dead end. Nora was getting tired of those. “Thank you for trying, I guess.”
“My pleasure. They serve top-notch whiskey at that thing—and one of the guys is interested in sponsoring the show.”
“You know,” August said. “I’m increasingly convinced that things like poker games are what makes the world go round. All the big deals are made in places like that. All the good jobs go to the guy with the connection. I’m beginning to think being an introvert has a higher cost than most people realize.”
Nora thought about it and came to the conclusion that August wasn’t wrong. She also couldn’t stop thinking about what would cause Walter to change his heart about the boat. She wasn’t convinced it was as simple as a change in interests. There was something else happening here, but like a word that eludes you, she couldn’t quite grab ahold of what it was.






  
  Chapter Seven


Too late, it occurred to Nora that she should have chosen pretty much anywhere besides Sunshine Smoothies for breakfast. One look at Regina’s face when she saw Nora told her it was going to be an awkward exchange. She’d nearly made it through the entire encounter in a blessed—if not awkward—silence, only to be thwarted when she was halfway out the door. 
“About that thing you said the other day…” Regina began hesitantly.
“That he was gay?” Nora supplied, bordering on irritation.
“Yes.” Regina frowned. “That. Surely it’s all a misunderstanding.”
Not in the mood to argue it, Nora pressed her lips together briefly before conceding. “Probably. Thanks again for the smoothies, Regina. Have a good morning.”
She hated to break it to everyone, but they were going to have to take a hiatus from their smoothies for a bit. Nora needed a respite from the shop’s proprietor if nothing else. Besides, it was getting hard to juggle so many drinks now that her eclectic crew had grown.
Knowing Walter’s only objection to Leo had been out of consideration to Pru, who now had an office to hide in, Nora had given him permission to film an episode of his show in the shop. Partly because any exposure was good for the store at this point, and partly because he and August were so danged cute tripping over themselves when the other was around.
August was busy building a holiday display in the window, something that felt a bit odd since it was sunny and seventy-five outside. Granted, San Francisco wasn’t exactly the arctic, but it had a respectable chill in the air by the time it was holiday season proper.
When August turned to set up the ladder, Nora caught a glimpse of her shirt and grinned. It read, “I’m not procrastinating, I’m on a side quest.”
“Here,” Leo tripped over his own feet in his rush to get to August’s side, catching himself with a comedic little run. “Let me help.”
Nora scurried to the office to give Pru her smoothie before either of them could see her smile.
“If you need me, I’ll be back here all day,” Pru said by way of greeting. “I just can’t take all of that man’s pink today.”
“Leo’s voice is pink?” Nora wasn’t sure what color she expected him to be, but that wasn’t it.
“More of a sangria.”
“That’s a lovely color.”
“It’s a good accent color. Not something I’d paint a room in.”
“Duly noted.” Nora set the drink down and backed quietly out of the office, closing the door behind her. She had so many questions about Prudence’s condition, questions she was afraid to ask. She wasn’t sure what the etiquette was for something like that. Still, she wondered if it was something she’d been born with, or had it developed later in life? At what point had she realized the rest of the world didn’t have a light display accompanying every sound?
Nora’s ponderings were interrupted by a sound so unexpected that it took her a moment to realize what it meant: The tinkling of the newly installed bell above the door signaled the arrival of a customer. Or Detective Medero, coming to accuse her of some nefarious deed or another.
A quick glance confirmed it was, in fact, not one but two customers, and Nora had to contain her excitement so she wouldn’t scare them away. Of course, if the man fiddling with a Geiger counter in the corner or the kid and dog playing frisbee down the memoir aisle didn’t do it, they were probably pretty determined to shop.
Confident that August had their two customers well in hand, Nora sought out a cozy corner to curl up with her laptop to see if she could dig up anything on Magnolia Jane. The only thing that kept popping up was gardening tips for Jane Magnolias, which made no sense to her at all. Why would Walter name his boat after a tree?
She tried emailing her mother again, asking if she had any insight into what the name might mean. Nora didn’t hold out any real hope that her mom would respond. The woman could hold a proper grudge and had barely spoken to Nora since she’d announced she was Florida-bound. Even her dad had iced her out in the name of solidarity, which stung. 
The bell tinkled again. Nora’s hopes that they had more customers were quickly dashed, but at least it was Ivy and not the troublesome detective.
“Do you have a second to take a walk?” Ivy asked after the pair exchanged a warm greeting.
“Sure thing.” Nora stood and stretched her back. “Just let me grab Margo’s leash.”
Once they were out in the sunshine and out of earshot, Ivy filled her in on the reason for her visit. “The cops came through with the warrant. They took everything, and before I had a chance to finish going through it.”
Nora sighed. “We knew it was a possibility. Even more so after that incredibly weird visit from Detective Medero. He’s more convinced than ever now that I’m in business with the mob.”
“Okay, I need to hear about this visit.”
“As my accountant?”
“No, girl, as your friend. It sounds like there’s some good gossip there.”
Nora gave a wry laugh before launching into a recap of that night. 
“So, you slow danced with the man in your living room, but you aren’t on a first name basis with him yet?”
“I suppose that is odd,” Nora admitted.
“Very. But Nora, you have bigger problems right now. One of your uncle’s holdings was a company called Mercury Enterprises, and Mercury has been making monthly payments to Rocco Consolidated for, well, as far back as his records go.”
Nora’s heart sank. “Uncle Walter, no.” 
“I’m worried what else they’ll find.”
“But I can’t be held liable for things my uncle did. I haven’t broken any laws.”
“True, but if your money came by way of criminal activity, it can be confiscated.”
Nora faltered but then reminded herself that a month ago, she hadn’t even been aware the money existed, and she’d been fine. If it went away tomorrow, she’d be fine again. “That’s not ideal. I guess the bigger question is this: Do we think Uncle Walter’s ties to Lucca Buccio got him killed?”
“I mean, it is the most reasonable explanation.”
Nora chewed on her bottom lip in thought. “So it would seem. I think I need to talk to Lucca again.”
“Be careful.” Ivy gave Nora a look that clearly said she thought talking to Lucca Buccio about Walter’s death was a terrible idea.
When Nora returned to the shop, she called Lucca to invite him to lunch. His assistant answered the phone, and fifteen minutes later called back to inform Nora that Lucca would send a car to pick her up at noon. Trying to argue that she owned a car was futile, so she spent the next two hours wondering if he was picking her up to go to lunch or if the car was shuttling her to an untimely death. Did mafia guys actually give people cement shoes and send them to sleep with the fishes, or was that Hollywood lore? Nora wasn’t especially keen to find out.
Knowing that Lucca made Margo nervous, Nora opted to leave the dog with August while she was gone. And, while he did seem disappointed to find the dog wouldn’t be going to lunch with them, Lucca was otherwise genial, chatting away at her about the upcoming art festival.
To her relief, he took her to a bustling restaurant. It was the kind of place that was busy enough to afford them privacy in their conversation, but not so busy that something like murder would go unnoticed. Reassured that Lucca wasn’t about to off her for being too nosey, Nora relaxed and allowed herself to get to know this unusual man.
He liked art and dad jokes and had a fascination for all things pirate. He also had keen business sense and one look from him could send grown men skittering. Nora found that, if she set aside all thoughts of what he did for a living, she rather liked him.
“So, my dear, have you had any more trouble with your neighbor?” he asked as he neatly stacked his silverware and napkin on his now-empty plate.
Nora chuckled and shook her head. “No, he’s been blessedly avoiding me. Although, Detective Medero told me what you did. Lucca, you can’t threaten my neighbors like that. Still, thank you. The peace is rather nice.”
He dismissed her concern with a wave. “I didn’t threaten. I simply helped him reassess his position on the matter.”
Nora bit her bottom lip in amusement. She wasn’t sure the detective would agree with Lucca’s view on the exchange. “It will be nice to not worry about being harassed every time I step outside, so I do appreciate it.”
“I told you—you’re family.”
“About that…” Nora paused, gathering the courage to ask a question she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer to. “Was Uncle Walter in business with you? The cops are combing through his records right now. Should I be concerned about what they’re going to find?”
“If you’re asking if Walter was part of the family business, no, he was not. I can’t say what they’ll find in his records, but there’s nothing in there that will make my lawyers nervous.”
“What about the payments?”
“Payments?” he furrowed his brow, thinking. 
“My accountant said he’s been making regular payments to Rocco Consolidated for quite some time.”
“Oh!” Lucca’s face brightened. “That’s for Amelia.”
“Amelia?” Nora blanched, worried about just what her uncle had been in to. 
“She’s a boat.”
Nora did the mental math. “That must be one hell of a boat.”
“She is.” Lucca beamed with pride.
“So… I own a very expensive boat?”
Lucca chuckled, amusement dancing in his eyes. “You own a lot more than that, my dear.”
“As I’m beginning to discover.” Nora decided to ask Raymond about the boat. She didn’t get a chance to press Lucca further on the topic because he’d circled back around to the art festival. 
She listened with half an ear on the ride back to the shop. The rest of her was busy mulling over whether or not she believed Lucca’s easygoing demeanor. Was the relationship with Uncle Walter as benign as it seemed, or was there a sinister undercurrent that had gotten him killed?
Nora realized they were on her street just in time to ask one last question. “Lucca, how did you and Uncle Walter meet?”
His smile grew sad, wistful even. “Ah, that is an interesting story. But one for another day, I believe.”
Nora nodded, thanking him for lunch as she slid out of the car, blinking a few times to adjust her eyes to the sunshine after the ride behind tinted windows. Once her eyes were focused, she realized with a sinking feeling that Detective Medero was leaning casually against the wall watching her with an indecipherable expression on his face.
“Hello, detective.”
“Ms. Jones.” He nodded in response.
“Are you here for the filming of the ghost hunt?” 
“The what?”
“No? Oh, you must have heard about our sale on self-help books.”
“Or—” he straightened, taking a few steps toward her. “I found a tie between Walter and a known mob family and came to talk to you about it—thinking surely you didn’t know—only to find you getting out of said family’s car.”
“Was this tie a recurring payment to Rocco Consolidated?”
“So, you did know about it.”
“I just learned about it today. That’s why I went to lunch with Lucca, to see what I could find out.”
“And what did you learn?”
“That it’s payment for a boat called Amelia. I couldn’t get out of him where the boat is now.”
“That’s all you know?”
“So far.” She shrugged. “I was planning to spend my afternoon trying to track it down.”
“The amount of what you don’t know about your own holdings baffles me.”
“Yes, well, I was trying to learn about them when somebody so rudely took my paperwork.”
“I’m trying to find out who murdered your uncle,” he reminded her. “It’s kind of my job.”
Nora felt the fight drain out of her. To be honest, she wasn’t even sure why he rankled her in the first place. “I know. And I’m not trying to get in your way. But I came here to get to know my uncle. I can’t seem to do that because everyone around me is being cryptic and now I have this inheritance, but I’m finding out about it piecemeal. And I’m sorry, I know it’s your job, but I’m not going to stop trying to figure out who killed Uncle Walter. It’s just not in my nature.”
“We’re at an impasse, then?” He was standing close. Too close.
“I suppose we are.” Nora took a step back, uncomfortable with her reaction to his nearness.
“Or, we could work together. Just this once.”
“Just this once,” she repeated, unable to break his gaze. “What did you have in mind?”
“We could track down the Amelia.”
“I’d like that,” she admitted. 
“Shall we, then?” he motioned down the street.
“Oh, you mean you want me to go with you? Right now?”
“That’s generally how working together works.”
She made a face at him. “Very funny. All right. Just give me a minute to check in with the girls.”
“I’ll pull the car around,” he offered.
“Thanks.” With that, she ducked into the shop, her mind swirling at the turn of events.
“What’s that look?” August asked from behind the counter. Leo and Charlotte paused the book they were reading and looked up, curious.
“Detective Medero wants to work together to solve the case.”
“Smart man. He finally figured out you weren’t going to give up, so he might as well loop you in.”
“I guess. Is everything okay here?”
“Yep. We’re good, chief. And I’ll keep an eye on Margo for you.”
“Okay, great. Thank you! I guess I’ll be back in a bit.” Nora didn’t want to leave the detective waiting, but she also felt bad ducking out without saying goodbye to Pru, so she popped her head in the office long enough to say hey.
Pru seemed happy as a clam, tapping away at the computer with her noise-canceling headphones on. When she noticed Nora, she slid them off and said hi.
“Hi. I’m headed out for a bit. Just wanted to see if you need anything from me before I go.”
“Nope. But we should talk about your marketing budget tomorrow. I have ideas.” There was a sparkle in Pru’s eye that made Nora happy.
“I look forward to it.” Nora already knew she’d give Prudence whatever she asked for. With a wave, she ducked back out of the office and said her goodbyes as she passed back through the shop. 
Detective Medero was waiting for her beside his car when she got outside. When he saw Nora, he opened the passenger door for her.
“Isn’t this a no parking zone?” she teased as she slid into the seat.
He flashed a charming smile. “Official police business.”
“I bet you get away with a lot because of that smile.”
He settled in behind the wheel before turning his attention back to Nora. “You like my smile?”
She rolled her eyes to hide her embarrassment. “Just drive. Where are we going, anyway?”
“I called a buddy of mine at the Coast Guard, and he said the boat is anchored not too far offshore. So, I thought we could introduce you to your new crew.”
“So, you’re telling me people I don’t even know are out in my boat right now? Doing what?”
“Hunting for treasure.” He seemed proud of that answer.
“Excuse me?”
“Apparently, the Amelia is a well-known treasure hunting rig in the area.”
“Uncle Walter was a treasure hunter, too?” Nora had the sudden urge to call Raymond. She was tired of finding out these family bombshells from Detective Medero and not the man who was supposed to be helping her settle the estate.
“A good one, from what I’ve heard. He used to captain the boat himself, was part of a fleet that made a major discovery back in the 90s. There was a bit of a battle over who got to keep the gold—the Spanish were insisting it was still theirs, but somehow, your uncle prevailed.
Nora thought of the monthly payments going to Rocco Consolidated, wondering if they were the answer to “somehow.”
“And you found all of this out while I was saying goodbye to my staff?”
“What can I say? I’ve got skills.”
“I’ll bet,” Nora murmured before quickly moving on. “If you’ve found the boat, why do you need me?”
“It’s not my boat.”
“You want me to get you on board,” she surmised.
“Pretty much,” he admitted. “Okay, no, that’s it exactly.”
Nora looked over, considering him. “You have a string of broken hearts in your wake, don’t you?”
“That’s so not fair.”
“Not fair?”
“Everyone assumes I’m a playboy, but I very rarely date.”
“Seriously?” Nora didn’t do a very good job of hiding her surprise.
“Seriously.” He chuckled. 
“Do you mind if I ask why not? You do realize most men would kill to look like you.”
“Thank you.” He blushed. “It’s been my experience that when I try to date, I keep finding women who are just interested in my abs and not my brain.”
Nora felt humbled at that. If a man objectified a woman, she would be outraged. Yet somehow it had become acceptable for women to objectify men. She’d never considered it before now.
“Do you mind if I ask why you’re still single?” He peeked over at her.
Nora almost gave her standard reply: Because I choose to be. But he’d been honest with her, so she decided to let him in, even a little.
“I was engaged, actually.”
“Oh. Wow. What happened?”
“He died. In an accident.”
“Car?”
“Rock climbing.” 
“I am so sorry.” The sincerity in his voice squeezed at her heart.
“It was a while ago,” she said, as if that somehow lessened the pain. Nora cleared her throat. “But San Francisco was starting to feel like a mausoleum or something. Everywhere I turned, there he was. I was still in our apartment. Working the same job where I’d met him. Going to the same restaurants. When I found out about the bookshop, it felt like a chance to move forward.” 
“That explains it.”
“Explains what?”
“Why you moved here. I’ve been wondering.”
“Well, I haven’t officially moved yet. Technically, I just sublet my apartment. I came for three months to wrap things up and make some decisions.”
“Oh. So, you could go back?”
“I suppose I could, yeah.”
“Do you think you will?”
“Go back?” Nora paused, considering. She thought of August, Charlotte, Pru, Leo, and Ivy. “I can’t imagine going back to that life, no. Or leaving this one.”
He grinned. “Florida is happy to have you.”
She wanted to ask if that meant he no longer thought she was in business with the mob but decided that might ruin their tenuous truce. Instead, she simply said, “Thanks.”
He pulled into a parking lot for a swank yacht club, looking completely at ease as he ambled down the marina. She followed him, curious, until he stopped in front of a sleek white boat with the name “B-Yacht’ch” scrawled across the bow in cursive.
“Nice.” Nora failed in her attempt to hide her amusement.
“It’s a friend’s,” he explained with a shy shrug.
“A friend’s,” she repeated, skeptical.
“It’s possible she wants to be more than a friend.”
“Like I said, string of broken hearts,” Nora teased, accepting his steadying hand as she stepped onto the boat.






  
  Chapter Eight


Nora’s first thought upon seeing the  Amelia in the distance is that she thought it would be bigger. It was an unassuming blue and white boat, though larger than the one they were on. It looked much older and more battered than the picture she’d seen of the Magnolia Jane.
“What are those big tubes on the back?” She didn’t know much about boats, but she knew those looked out of place.
“Mailboxes,” he answered. “They force the prop wash down to the ocean floor to clear away the top layer of sand from a site.”
“Interesting.” Nora took it all in as Officer Schmidt, who’d come along to drive the boat, announced their presence and requested permission to come aboard.
There was a bit of back and forth between the captains before Nora and Detective Medero were reluctantly allowed on board. They’d pulled alongside the larger vessel and Nora glanced up at the ladder she was expected to climb, questioning her life choices—or, at very least, her decision to wear heels and a pencil skirt this morning.
Nora couldn’t exactly tell which direction the wolf whistle came from as she stepped onto the boat. She chose to ignore it, instead straightening her skirt and pulling her shoulders back as she looked the gawking sailors in the eye.
“My name is Nora Jones, and I own this boat. I would like to speak with the captain, please.”
“Yes ma’am.” One of the young men rushed to comply while the others remained rooted in place, openly staring.
The detective had come to stand behind her, but his appearance was barely noted. He cleared his throat, possibly to announce his presence, but Nora didn’t dare look at him. She needed to feel ice in her veins right now and he had an unfortunate habit of causing her to melt. Sometimes being a woman was terribly inconvenient.
They could hear the captain blustering before they could see him. “I don’t care if she’s a bloody queen, I don’t want her on my boat,” he growled just as he rounded the corner, coming into view.
Nora didn’t flinch. “That’s just it, captain. It’s my boat, not yours. And I was rather dismayed to find out it was out at sea without my knowledge. It’s my understanding Raymond notified you of Walter’s passing and instructed you to return to shore, yes?”
If looks could kill, Nora was quite certain she’d be experiencing her last moments on earth right now. “We’ve been searching for this cache for three years. Walter wouldn’t have wanted us to stop.”
“Duly noted, but the answer to my question is—” Nora let the words hang, lifting her eyebrows expectantly as she waited for a response. 
“Yes, Ray told us to return to shore.”
“And you chose not to.”
“Like I said, Walter wouldn’t have wanted to stop when we’re this close.”
“Unfortunately, Walter is no longer with us to express his wishes, and legally, the boat is supposed to be dry docked during the administration of the estate.” As she spoke, Nora realized that up until she laid eyes on the captain, she hadn’t cared where the boat was. Now she wasn’t so sure he wouldn’t try to abscond with her boat, and she wanted it back where it belonged.
He narrowed his eyes, leaning in so close that Nora could smell the cigar he’d smoked earlier on his breath. “And who’s going to take her back in to shore, princess? You?”
“If I must.” Nora silently prayed he would not call her bluff.
Detective Medero stepped beside Nora, interjecting into the conversation. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary. We’re all civilized here. Besides, the theft of a boat this size would be grand theft in the first degree—that’s thirty years in prison. I don’t think anybody here wants that.”
The captain shifted his gaze, assessing the detective for a moment before thrusting out a hand. “Captain James Byrd. And you are?”
“Detective Rafael Medero.”
“Pleased to meet you.”
“You as well. I was hoping I could ask you a couple of questions.”
“Sure thing,” he answered without hesitation, absolutely galling Nora. The difference in his demeanor was night and day. “Somebody give the princess here a tour of her boat while the detective and I talk.”
If looks could kill, it would be Captain Byrd’s turn to be experiencing his last moments on this earth. Nora watched them walk away, wondering what the prison sentence was for chucking misogynists overboard. Realizing her death glare was accomplishing nothing, she plastered a smile on her face and turned to the young man who had helped her earlier. 
“Can I get that tour now?”
By the time she’d seen the galley, crew quarters, and engine room, she’d learned that the young man’s name was Oliver Wessex and that he was incredibly chatty once you got him away from the rest of the crew. She also learned that he had been raised by his father, who had a heavy hand and a fondness for cheap beer. They’d lived in a tiny little house with no insulation and sunshine peeking through the boards in Nowhere, Georgia. He’d left a week before his seventeenth birthday, landing in Jacksonville, Florida, where he tried and dropped out of community college before getting his first job on a salvage boat. He’d been working boats ever since; his dream was to one day captain his own.
Oliver wasn’t a particularly tall man, but he was solid, with tightly-packed muscles, chocolate skin, short dreadlocks, and a birthmark on his forehead, just below his hairline. His dark eyes sparkled with warmth and intelligence as he showed her the equipment that they used to map the seafloor and explained the process once they’d found a likely spot. Nora liked him immensely. She was eager to learn more, but she also knew Detective Medero brought her here so they could solve her uncle’s murder, not hunt for treasure.
Fortunately, Nora had also learned that if she didn’t push too hard, she could glean plenty of information along those lines, too—like the fact that the captain had tried and failed for years to buy the operation from Walter. And that they’d disagreed over whether they should even be chasing this particular treasure.  
“What was it about this treasure Walter didn’t like?” Nora asked, glancing up from the pictures she was studying that were scattered across a table.
“There’s a rumor that the Spanish are looking for it, too. He said he didn’t feel like taking them on again.”
“Wouldn’t they have a claim on pretty much every treasure found in these waters?” Nora wondered aloud.
“Most,” he admitted. “But not all.”
Before he could expound on that, they were rejoined by Detective Medero and Captain Byrd. One look from the captain silenced whatever Oliver had been about to say.
Nora couldn’t quite read the look on the detective’s face as they said their goodbyes or the emotion that flickered through his eyes when her last words to Captain Byrd were that she wanted the boat docked by end of the day.
Back on the B-Yacht’ch, Officer Schmidt looked curiously from Detective Medero to Nora and back again before shrugging and heading back to the marina. It was hard to tell what the other woman was thinking. She was pretty, with golden hair, hazel eyes, and a button nose. But she kept her face impassive and had a no-nonsense air about her. 
Nora spent the first half of the ride back immersed in thought, both angry at Captain Byrd and wondering what it was Oliver had wanted to tell her. A snicker from Detective Medero drew her attention.
Nora was curious what had gotten into him. “What?”
The detective laughed even harder in response.
Nora tried to look irritated but couldn’t help laughing along with him. The two kept looking at each other and laughing until Nora’s sides ached with it. Officer Schmidt merely shook her head.
“What’s so funny?” Nora asked through giggles.
“You,” he answered. “As long as I live, I will never forget the look on that man’s face when you called him out like that.”
Nora frowned at the thought of James Byrd. “I don’t think he likes women very much.”
“I almost feel sorry for him, for what’s headed his way, but he deserves it.”
“What is headed his way?”
“You,” he repeated. “And he’s not even going to know what hit him.”
Not sure whether she’d just been complimented or insulted, Nora let the comment go. “Do you know what I found out?”
“I do not.” He wiped the corners of his eyes, trying to regain his composure. 
“He’s been trying to buy the whole operation for a while now, but Uncle Walter wouldn’t budge.”
The detective cocked his head to the side, regarding her. “I did not know that.”
“Do you think that could be important?”
“Maybe.”
The tone of his voice told her “maybe” meant “not really.”
Nora frowned. “I think it’s important.”
“I think you don’t like Captain Byrd.”
“I can’t stand him, but I still think it’s important.”
“We’ll see.” Detective Medero didn’t seem convinced. “Do you think your boat will be back tonight?”
Nora shook her head. “I fully expect to have to call the Coast Guard in the morning, Detective Medero.”
“Okay, I need you to do something for me.”
“Yes?”
“Stop calling me Detective Medero.”
“What would you like me to call you instead?”
“Rafael.”
“Rafael,” she repeated, liking the way his name rolled off her tongue. “I can do that.”
Nora couldn’t help catching the side-eye Officer Schmidt gave them. She tried not to let it embarrass her or ruin the mood. Still, some part of her couldn’t help wondering if there was a reason that she’d kept the detective at arm’s length for so long. It was entirely possible she had the stirrings of a crush and had tried to keep them tucked away, where she wouldn’t be tempted to act on them. The looks she was getting from Officer Schmidt told her that if nothing else, she thought Nora had feelings for him. Nora was inclined to trust the other woman’s instinct on the matter—women have a sense about these things.
Nora hadn’t so much as glanced in another man’s direction since Aaron’s accident. Of course, she hadn’t told very many people about the accident, either. Perhaps sharing that with Rafael had been the first step toward moving forward.
Nora allowed her thoughts to wander, back to memories she’d long since shoved into the recesses of her mind. From the moment she’d met Aaron, she’d been sure they were meant to be. He was handsome and kind and full of life. They’d had a whirlwind romance and a picture-perfect engagement before that horrible accident.
She’d always hated rock climbing, so he’d taken their dog and gone without her. She didn’t allow herself to ask questions like “what if.” They seemed counterproductive to the healing process. Of course, she was years into the healing process and still felt like she was cheating on Aaron because she’d noticed another man was attractive. Clearly, she had not mastered this whole “healing” thing.
Not wanting to ruin a sunny day with dark thoughts, Nora wandered toward the deck to take it all in. Even though she’d grown up so close to the ocean, she’d only been on a boat a handful of times, and never one quite as pretty as this. She was in love with everything about it—the spray of the water, the wind and sunshine on her face, the smell of the salty air.
A school of dolphins played in the boat’s wake, dipping in and out of the waves created by their propellor. Nora found them to be enchanting, their joy in life contagious. She could have watched them all day and was sad when the boat slowed and the dolphins lost interest.
It was late when Nora returned to the shop. She’d fully expected to have to hunt down her dog but was surprised to find the lights still on at Worth Their Salt—there was a sign out front advertising that they were open late for a living taping of Ghosthunters, Incorporated. Margo was endearingly happy to see Nora when she walked through the door. Her happy little bounce warmed Nora’s heart: it was the first time she’d gotten such an enthused hello from the dog.
Almost as exciting was the fact that they had a handful of customers browsing books. She had to do a double-take to be sure, but there were even two people in line to make a purchase. 
“Nora! Nora! Nora!” Leo greeted her with an exuberance that nearly matched Margo’s. 
“Yes, Leo?” A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.
“Margo is a natural,” he enthused.
“She is.” Nora looked down with pride, scratching the dog’s ears. “A natural at what, though?”
“Ghost hunting.”
“Is that so?” Nora tried to hide her amusement; she didn’t want to hurt Leo’s feelings.
“Yes! She has this cute little chuff she does when she senses something.”
“A chuff? When she senses something?”
“Yes!”
“And you discovered she was chuffing at ghosts how?”
“The first time she did it, I didn’t pay attention. But then I checked the area she was alerting me to on a lark, and all of my instruments went nuts!”
“What a talented girl.” Nora wasn’t buying it, but both the dog and Leo seemed pleased with themselves, so who was she to argue?
After taking Margo for a walk, Nora found her way back to the office to check on Prudence.
“I don’t know what you’ve been up to with the marketing stuff, but it’s working,” Nora commented as she settled into the chair opposite Pru’s.
“Well, for starters, I got us on the map—literally. And I started a social media presence for us, created some events and got them listed with some directories.”
“You mentioned you had some ideas you wanted to run by me,” Nora remembered their conversation from earlier in the day. “I have time now if you do.”
“Definitely.” Pru sat up a little straighter, taking a second to pull up a file on the computer before diving into a pitch that struck Nora as carefully planned.
Nora would never be able to ask Walter why he’d taken such an interest in Prudence, but she could guess. There was something about the woman that was captivating and seeing her so animated made Nora happy. She could only imagine what being a synesthete would be like, the difficulties she faced. Though her research told her Pru was in good company—van Gogh had been among the ranks of those who saw color when they listened to music.
Prudence wrapped up her pitch and looked at Nora expectantly. Nora knew enough about marketing to know the plan was solid, so she gave her the go-ahead and an ample budget before admonishing the younger woman to take off for the evening.
While Prudence shut down the office, Nora wandered back out to check on August, who no longer had a line. The shop was darker now, the main lights shut off and the closed sign flipped on the door. August stood counting the register, though how she was doing so accurately, Nora would never know because August kept glancing up to watch Leo as he showed Charlotte how to work a Geiger counter, of all things.
“How many times have you counted that drawer now?” Nora teased, coming to stand beside August.
“He’s cute, isn’t he?” August didn’t even try to deny it.
“Yeah. And he’s a decent human,” Nora agreed.
“Did you know Leo is the astrological sign for the month of August?”
“Weren’t you born in September?”
“Yes, but it still feels like fate, you know?”
Nora didn’t know, but who was she to argue with fate, so she smiled and let it go.
Once they finally had the shop closed and parted ways, Nora headed home, stopping at Mojo’s for a fish taco because she was addicted to them and the thought of finding anything to eat at home was painful.
The first streaks of lightning raced across the sky as Nora pulled into her drive. She hurried through letting Margo out, eager to be inside before the storm finished rolling in. Even though it was night, the sky had taken on an eerie purple hue.
She downed her dinner while Margo did her thing, then the pair made a beeline for their room. Even though she was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to shower during a storm, Nora took a chance because nothing feels better than a shower after a day in the sun, and the way she felt once she was squeaky clean and in her favorite silk nightgown was worth any risk of electrocution she’d just taken.
Nora piled up in bed, her mind swirling with the events of the day even as her body sank blissfully into the mattress. She’d almost dozed off when she heard it: Margo chuffed. Nora told herself she had imagined it. It almost worked—she’d almost dozed off once more when Margo chuffed again, this time distinctly enough that Nora couldn’t write it off as imagination.
She told herself it was nothing. She called Leo a not-so-nice name for putting the thoughts in her head. Another chuff, followed by a creak.
Nora froze, her heart squeezing with fear as she tried to settle the war in her mind between her rational brain and the irrational. She did not believe in ghosts. She did not believe it was a ghost beneath her. But if it wasn’t a ghost making noise downstairs, it was a person, and she couldn’t decide which was worse.
Another chuff. Another creak. Nora couldn’t ignore it any longer, so she got up and looked around for a suitable weapon to take with her for protection. Unable to find anything that looked remotely intimidating, she unplugged her lamp and removed the shade. 
The plan was to shimmy past Margo and leave her safely in the room, but Margo scratched the door and whined, making Nora rethink her approach. So, lamp in one hand and Margo’s collar in the other, Nora crept downstairs to check out the noise. Halfway there, it occurred to her that the intelligent thing to do might have been to call the police first. 
On the other hand, she would have been embarrassed if they’d shown up and it was just a tree outside or something. When she saw the shadowy figure skulking about her living room, she questioned her decision.
With a startled yelp, she chucked the lamp at the figure and darted back up the stairs to call 911 with Margo hot on her heels. The intruder stumbled and swore, leading her to believe the lamp had at least made contact.
It felt like an eternity, the distance between telling the 911 operator that there was an intruder in the house and the first glimpse of red and blue lights reflecting off her wall. In that span of time, she only briefly considered trying to climb down the trellis but tossed the notion aside because she was fairly certain the Bougainvillea trailing down it was thorny. She didn’t even want to think about whether or not the flimsy wood could hold her weight or how she’d get the dog down with her.
She’d doubted the locked door would hold off a determined intruder for too terribly long, which left her once again searching her room for a weapon. She was already down a lamp, severely limiting her choices. In the midst of the search, it occurred to her that her nightgown was more revealing than she was perhaps comfortable with, thin, and it clung to her curves. Her search for a weapon shifted to a search for a robe so she wouldn’t give the cops a show when they arrived. 
As she scouted out a robe, a weapon, and a way out, she answered the 911 operator’s questions in a hushed voice. At long last, there was a policeman at her bedroom door, reassuring her the intruder was gone.
Nora followed them back down the stairs, the knowledge settling in that a stranger had been in her home—her peaceful little bungalow had been invaded. The broken lamp and a trail of blood droplets seemed to be the only indication it had ever happened.
“Do you have any idea what they might have been after?” an officer asked.
Nora shook her head. Walter had kept all of his paperwork at the office, not that anyone else would have known that. The intruder had walked right by several priceless paintings and a display of gold doubloons and emeralds that made a whole lot more sense now that Nora knew where Walter’s fortune came from. That left Nora with an unsettling third possibility: They’d been there to harm her.
She was still answering questions to the best of her ability when Rafael showed up at her front door, concern etched on his face. 
“Hey,” Nora greeted him, some of the tension leaving her body at the sight of a familiar face.
“Are you okay? I came as soon as I found out.”
Nora thought that was just about the sweetest thing she’d ever heard. “I’m all right. Shaken up, but okay.”
“She threw a lamp at him and startled him off,” the officer questioning her explained.
Rafael raised an eyebrow, looking to Nora for confirmation.
“It’s what I had handy.” She shrugged.
“She’s got good aim. Must have clocked him with it pretty good because there’s a little bit of blood on the floor. We collected it as evidence already.”
“Good.” Rafael nodded his approval.
When they’d done all that they could do at the bungalow and a patrol of the neighborhood turned up nothing, the uniformed officers took off, leaving her and Rafael standing alone in her living room.
Nora didn’t want to be alone but didn’t know how to ask him to stay. Thankfully, she didn’t have to; he seemed to sense what she needed.
“Would you like a drink of water?” he asked.
She wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”
Rafael smiled and tipped his head in the direction of the kitchen. “Come on. I’ll get us both something to drink.”
She followed him, grateful to have somebody else take the lead. He got them both a glass of water and led her back to the couch. She curled up in one corner, he sat in the other, his body turned halfway towards her, one leg hooked casually on the couch.
He talked to her about her life back in San Francisco, about the vacation she’d taken to a tiny little lake town after learning of Walter’s death, about what it had been like to tell her family, and how they’d tried to convince her to just let Raymond sell everything outright. She told him about Prudence and how she wondered what had led Walter to let his beloved little bookshop sit empty just to give her a quiet haven.
In turn, he told her about his large, boisterous family. About his little brother who was so eager to please, the little sister who always seemed to find herself in some sort of trouble, and his mother hen of an older sister. Every Sunday meant large family get-togethers with aunts and uncles and cousins. He told her about his abuela, who was after him to marry a good, Catholic girl. He talked about his friends on the force, and that he’d recently taken up scuba diving.
Her eyes got heavy, and she could feel herself nodding off in between sentences, but she was still loathe to see him go. He must have sensed that, too.
“If you’d like, I’d be happy to sleep on the couch tonight.”
“I couldn’t ask that of you.” Nora desperately wanted to ask that of him.
“I don’t mind.”
“You could sleep on Walter’s bed if you wanted,” she offered, conceding that she would sleep better with him in the house.
“Nah. Give me a blanket and a pillow and I’ll be happy as a clam right here.” He kicked off his shoes to illustrate the point.
“Okay. Thank you.” Nora impulsively hugged him before going off in search of fresh bedding.
Maybe it was sheer exhaustion, or maybe it was knowing Rafael was asleep downstairs, but Nora fell asleep the instant her head hit the pillow.
Unfortunately for her, by the time she woke up, she’d forgotten she had a houseguest. That is, until she padded downstairs to let Margo out and a handsomely rumpled Rafael sat up to greet her. 
She froze mid-step, eyes wide. 
“Good morning,” he greeted her with a sleepy smile. “Did you sleep okay?”
“I crashed so hard,” she answered, debating if it would be rude to race back upstairs to grab a robe. Would that make things more awkward, she wondered, or was it best to simply pretend she wasn’t mortified to be so scantily clad in front of him?
Before she could make a decision either way, the doorbell rang. She had another brief moment of panic while she debated how to handle it.
“Would you like me to get that while you fetch your robe?” Rafael solved the problem for her.
“Yes! Thank you!” Nora darted up the stairs to snag her robe off the back of the door, shimmying into it as she trotted back down the steps. She was still tying it in place when she reached the bottom step, where she found a very amused Raymond chatting with Rafael.
“Good morning, my dear,” Raymond greeted her brightly. “I heard about what happened last night and came to check on you, but I can see you’re already well taken care of.”
“Yes, Rafael—Detective Medero—was kind enough to stay over because I didn’t feel safe alone.”
Raymond gave a sly smile as he bent to scratch Margo’s ears. “That was very chivalrous of Rafael.”
“I, uh, I should probably go.” Rafael raked his fingers through his hair and stood, looking around him.
“Your shirt’s on the back of the couch.” Raymond pointed.
“And I see your shoes peeking out from under the ottoman,” Nora added. “Thank you, again, for staying. I appreciate it.”
After a bit of shuffling, some awkwardness, and a blush or two, Rafael was gone, leaving Nora alone with an incredibly amused Raymond.
“Go get dressed and I’ll buy you some breakfast,” he offered.
“That sounds lovely, but I need to get into the shop. I have a meeting with Ivy first thing.”
“Then we’ll at least grab smoothies. You probably need to replenish your strength after such an eventful night.”
“We are still talking about the burglary, right?” Nora asked as she turned to climb the stairs yet again.
“Uh-huh. Sure.”
Nora chose to ignore that; she knew there would be no winning with him in this mood. “Could you please feed Margo while I change?”
She didn’t bother telling him where Margo’s things were. She suspected he already knew, a suspicion that was confirmed when she rejoined him to find Margo both fed and walked.
They caravanned over to the historic district. Raymond gave her no end of grief as they walked from their cars to Sunshine Smoothies. Judging from the way Regina greeted her brightly, Nora assumed news of the break-in hadn’t spread. She was glad for that; Nora had no desire to keep discussing it—or to have yet another person teasing her about Rafael.
Her relief was short-lived, though, when Regina brought up Walter.
“Ray, you knew Walter about as well as anyone,” Regina began, causing Nora’s stomach to plummet. “Tell Nora her theory is crazy.”
“What theory is that?” Raymond asked innocently, accepting the raspberry smoothie she handed him.
“She thinks Walter was gay.” Regina laughed awkwardly.
“Oh, he was.” Raymond didn’t miss a beat.
Regina opened and closed her mouth twice. The closest thing to a sentence she came to uttering was “Wha—?”
“He was my life partner for more than twenty years. He was most definitely gay.”
“But, I—but you—you were friends.”
“The best foundation for any partnership.”
“But nobody knew.”
“We preferred not to advertise it, but people knew. All of our friends did, anyway,” Raymond amended. “Beyond that, it was nobody’s business.”
Regina blinked, but it wasn’t enough to hold back the tears that sprang forth at his words. 
“Oh, Regina, I’m so sorry…” Nora had the urge to hug the woman. She could only imagine how difficult that had been to hear.
Raymond seemed baffled. “I’m sorry, have I said something daft?”
“No, no. I just have something I need to take care of in the back. You two have a good day, now. Come again.”
“We didn’t pay for our order.”
“It’s on the house.” Regina waved them away before disappearing into her kitchen.
Nora placed two twenties in the tip jar, unable to make herself right with absconding with a tray full of smoothies because Regina was too brokenhearted to ring them up. As she gathered their order, she knew she’d come back to check on Regina later.
They came to a stop in front of the shop, Nora juggling drinks and Margo’s leash as she fished for her store keys.
“That’s not good,” Raymond said.
Nora glanced up, her heart sinking when her eyes landed on the door. It was not quite closed and hanging at an odd angle, having clearly been kicked in. “Call the police.” She thrust the leash at Raymond before peeking inside the shop.
“That’s a terrible idea, Nora,” Raymond warned, even as he moved to do as he’d been told. “Nora, don’t go in there—uh, hello? Yes, I’d like to report a break-in—” 
Nora didn’t hear anymore, she was cautiously making her way back to the office, fairly certain what she’d find. Whoever it had been, they were long gone. But they had managed to destroy the bookshop’s office while they were there. Papers were strewn about, drawers ripped out of the desk and filing cabinet. 
Anger bubbled as Nora surveyed the damage, careful not to touch anything. Her first thought was that someone had tried the shop when they were shut down at her house, which meant they were looking for something in particular. Her second thought was that Rafael had unwittingly done her a favor when he’d take her records into evidence. Now more than ever, she was eager to untangle Walter’s books because she was pretty sure they’d lead her to a murderer.






  
  Chapter Nine


“You know, if you want to hang out sometime, you could just call.”  
Nora looked over from the officer she’d been answering questions for to see Rafael standing in her doorway, backlit by the sunshine in a way that made him look almost angelic. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to laugh or throttle him.
“I guess we know it wasn’t a random break-in now, huh?”
“We do,” she agreed. “And I suspect whatever they were looking for is actually at the police station right now.”
“Are you sure there’s nothing you want to tell me about those records?” he asked, coming in close so he wouldn’t be overheard.
“I’ve already told you—we’d barely begun to go through everything when you came and took it all. You probably know more about my finances than I do right now. You still think this is tied to Lucca?”
“Possibly.” He paused. “But I do think it’s worth noting that the Amelia docked last night as requested.”
“So, an angry Captain Byrd is in town.”
“He is.”
“Oh my gosh, what happened here?” Prudence announced her presence.
“We had a break-in. And one at the house last night, too,” Nora explained. 
“Did the cameras get anything?”
“Cameras?” Nora and Rafael chorused.
“Yeah. Walter had a camera hidden in the ship in his office.” Pru’s tone of voice made Nora think she thought that should have been obvious.
They followed Pru to the office, where she pointed to a model of the Magnolia Jane. “There.”
“May I?” Rafael asked, even as he reached for the boat. Nora nodded, watching curiously as he examined it. “Sure enough. There it is.”
“I bet the feed is on Walter’s laptop back at the station.”
“I would imagine so,” he agreed. “It looks like I have some video to watch. Maybe it’ll give us a clue about his murder, too.”
“Let’s hope,” Nora said. 
“I’m sorry I didn’t think of it sooner.” Pru crossed her arms protectively across her chest, her face set in a deep frown.
Nora wanted to reassure her, but she also wondered why Prudence hadn’t thought of it sooner. This could be the thing that finally solved Walter’s murder, and Pru had kept it quiet all this time.
“The important thing is that we have it now.” Rafael filled the silence. “I’ll get back to the station and start going through the video. I’ll let you know if we find anything.”
Nora nodded. “Thanks. I’ve got a meeting to get to, but you can reach me on my cell. Pru, we should probably post online that the shop is closed for the day, and then you and August can take a paid day off. We’ll deal with cleaning this mess up once we know the police are done with it.”
Prudence nodded and slipped out the door. Rafael followed suit, leaving Nora to look around the office, sadness battling with anger for top emotion. It seemed to her that Walter had been a good man who’d gone out of his way to be kind to others. Despite that, he’d been surrounded by people trying to bully him into giving them what he had, who felt entitled to the things he’d worked so hard for. And now, even in death, they couldn’t just leave him be.
“Hey, boss?” August poked her head through the office door. 
“Yeah, come on in, August.” Nora noted the other woman’s t-shirt. It had a cat on a surfboard surrounded by sharks and read, “It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.” At the moment, Nora could relate.
“Pru caught me up. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you today?”
Nora debated asking her to keep an eye on Margo, but then she realized she needed the dog’s calming presence. Even now, with Margo just in the other room with Raymond, Nora missed her.
“No, I think I’m good. I might take Margo to the beach today. I need a break.”
“Fair enough but call me if that changes.”
Before setting out to the beach, Nora texted Ivy to see if they could move the location of their meeting. Ivy was all for sinking her toes in the sand and calling it work, so plans were made. A bit of searching on the internet led her to what was supposedly the best dog beach in the area. The look of sheer joy on Margo’s face as they splashed in the waves together made it worth the effort.
As much fun as she was having, she was drenched and out of breath by the time she saw Ivy waving at her from a distance. She had the sense Margo would have gladly kept going and made the mental note to look up off-lead dog parks in the near future. Margo needed somewhere she could truly stretch out and run without fear of being lost forever.
After greeting her friend, Nora collapsed on the sand next to Margo, not caring how much sand she was getting on her rear. She quickly filled her in on the events of the last twenty-four hours. Recounting it all drove home just how much had happened and how tired she was.
“Oh, it’s Rafael now, is it?” Ivy asked with a knowing twinkle in her eye. 
“Seriously? With everything I just told you, that’s what you’re hung up on?”
“Well, ask Rafael when I get my paperwork back.”
“I don’t think that’s going to happen any time soon. Since the break-ins, he’s more convinced than ever that whatever’s in those books will lead him to the killer.”
“So, you think there’s a body in the books, huh?” Ivy asked.
“Something like that.” Nora chewed her lip. “I just want to get to the bottom of this. I feel like we owe it to Walter to find out what happened.”
“Whether we catch the killer or not, I think he’d be happy knowing his legacy was safe with you. I know Raymond adores you.”
“You knew about them?”
“Yeah. I mean, if you saw them together it was pretty obvious.”
“Not to Regina, poor thing.”
“What do you mean?”
“She was devastated when she found out. She had a crush on Walter. I think she’d convinced herself it was reciprocated.”
“Oh, that sucks. That man just liked her smoothies. But you know how we women can be—we tend to write love stories in our head when we want something bad enough. You know she had to be lonely after her husband died.”
“What happened?” Nora asked.
“Oh, I think he was diabetic or something. Still, it took us all by surprise. He seemed so healthy and then he was just gone.”
Nora nodded, considering Ivy’s words. “That must have been hard for her. I can see why she latched on to Walter. He seemed like a kind and caring man.”
“He was that,” Ivy agreed, glancing at her watch. “Ugh. I have another meeting to get to. Thank you for the sunshine break, though. This was nice.”
“Yeah. I think I need to hide from adulting more often.” Nora closed her eyes for a moment to savor the salt and sunshine.
“Amen to that.”
Both women rose and dusted off their rumps. The wet sand clung stubbornly to anything it could, so Nora only succeeded in making hers a bigger mess. Her phone rang, so she mouthed her goodbyes to Ivy as she answered it.
“Hey Rafael, what’s up?”
“First of all, I had no idea you were such a fan of the Village People.”
“What?” Nora’s mind raced before landing on a particularly horrifying memory. “Oh. You watched the tape that far back, huh?”
“You rocked ‘Go West.’ It was impressive. Truly.” She could hear the laughter in his voice.
“It’s not polite to mock.”
“Not mocking, just appreciating.”
“That’s not the vibe I’m getting.”
“No, it was great. I mean it.”
“Uh-huh. Is that all you called for? To discuss my choice in music?”
“Not all. I wanted to let you know that the video did show your intruder, so we picked James Byrd up for questioning.”
“I wonder what he was looking for.”
“Me, too. I’ll let you know what we find out.”
Nora thanked him and hung up before he could find something else to give her grief over. If he went too much further back on the tapes, he’d have a field day with her version of “I Will Survive.”
She stopped by a souvenir shop to buy a beach towel rather than get sand on her seats before heading over to Raymond’s office, where Lissa greeted her cheerfully and Margo less so. Nora didn’t have to wait too long before she was ushered back to Raymond’s office. 
He glanced up from shuffling papers from one mountain to another as she entered. “My dear, you look like a drowned rat.” 
“And here I thought I was mermaid-chic,” Nora pretended to take offense. “Don’t worry, I won’t sit on your furniture. Margo and I took a much-needed mental health break at the beach.”
“I see.” He cast another look her way before resuming his paper shuffling with a chuckle.
“You do know most people prefer to do things digitally now, right? I think you’re single-handedly responsible for the destruction of an entire rainforest.”
“Bah, I miss things if I can’t hold it in my hand.” 
“Were you missing Regina’s smoothies already?” Nora joked, noticing the bright green smoothie getting condensation all over his desk.
“What?” He looked up, confused. “Oh, that. Regina brought it by earlier. Said it was an apology for darting off like that. You want it?”
“No, I don’t generally put anything that shade of green in my body.”
“Walter loved those goofy things. Apple kiwi. His favorite. Not so much mine, though.”
Nora smiled, glad to be able to see Walter through Raymond’s eyes. It went a long way toward making up for not having known him herself. Her smile froze, a random thought flitting across her brain, refusing to be brushed aside.
“You know what? I will take that smoothie, after all. Thanks.”
“Huh?” He paused his shuffling, confused. “Right. Help yourself. Oh, did you have something you wanted to talk about?”
“Just that they brought James Byrd in for questioning. It looks like he was the one who broke into my office.”
“Can they link him to the other break-in? Or to Walter’s death?”
Nora shrugged. “I don’t know. Hopefully, we’ll get an update soon.”
Raymond nodded, his eyes steeped in sadness. “It will be good to put the investigation behind us.”
Nora agreed. She wanted to hug Raymond, to tell him it would be all right, but she was wet, covered with sand, and holding a dog leash and a melty smoothy, so she refrained.
After leaving Raymond’s office, she headed to the police station, where she asked to speak to Detective Medero. The smirk she received from the officer at the front desk made her think she should have taken the time to swing by the house to clean up first, but it was too late for that now.
“I don’t think you’re allowed to have a dog in here,” the officer informed her.
“It’ll only be a minute.” Nora hoped her smile and air of confidence were enough to get her by. He didn’t tell her to leave, so she took that as a yes.
Rafael appeared a short while later, his irritation turning to amusement at the sight of her. “You look like a drowned rat.”
“I prefer mermaid, thank you very much.” 
“Do I want to know why you look like a drowned—mermaid,” he quickly course-corrected.
Nora made a face at him before answering. “Margo and I were at the beach. Here, I brought you something.”
He frowned at the mess in her hand. “That’s very kind, but I don’t drink smoothies. Those things are terrible for you.”
“I suspect this one is particularly so.”
“Then why are you giving it to me?”
“I’d like you to test it.”
“Excuse me?”
“I think it’s been poisoned.”
“And why do you think that?”
Nora did her best to explain the train of thought that led her to this moment. She must not have succeeded because his scowl only deepened as she spoke.
“At this point, you have accused a real estate agent, your neighbor, and now your boat’s captain of being the killer. Is your method to just keep throwing out names until one sticks?”
“That’s not very nice of you.” She frowned her disapproval. “Isn’t that what one does when solving a mystery, though? Narrow down the list of suspects?”
“I have your latest suspect in here, just like you wanted. And you just might be right this time. We’re running his DNA against the blood from your house. Checking tapes all the way back to Walter’s murder—amazing cover of ‘I Will Survive,’ by the way.”
“Thank you.” Nora was too focused on her mission to be embarrassed. “And I get that women’s intuition won’t hold up in court, but can you please just test this for toxins? Google says it’s like a thirty-second test.”
“Oh, well, if Google says—” 
“Don’t be a smart-aleck. It’s unbecoming.”
The pair locked eyes, each waiting for the other to yield.
He raked his fingers through his hair before reaching his hand out, everything about him screaming exasperation. “Give me the smoothie.”
“Thank you, so much.” Nora tried not to gloat, but she was just a little. She’d barely taken a turn around the waiting area before he was back.
“I can’t believe I’m about to tell you this, but your hunch was right.”
“That was fast.”
“Yeah, it’s like a thirty-second test.”
Nora twisted her mouth, not sure whether to laugh or flick him. “So, what now?”
“Now, you go home and shower and let me do my job.”
“What does me getting a shower have to do with anything?”
“It gets you out of my way. And if you just solved this case, I owe you dinner, but I’m not letting you in my car until you get the sand off your butt.”






  
  Chapter Ten


Nora stood in front of the mirror, not seeing the reflection in front of her. Her mind was lost in thought, wondering how a person could so twist reality to justify murdering another human for a slight that was nothing more than a figment of their imagination. 
She’d gone home and showered, as suggested, going through the motions of getting ready for dinner even though her heart wasn’t in it. Ever since learning that her uncle had been murdered, she’d envisioned his killer as some evil villain. It hadn’t occurred to her that it might be someone he’d seen as a friend. 
But as she was applying her mascara, Rafael called to confirm just that. Regina had confessed, not only to killing Walter, but also to the murder of her husband twenty years prior. Rafael hadn’t been able to say more than that, promising to fill her in as best as he was able over dinner. And then he hung up, leaving her to ponder how senseless Walter’s death had been.
She arranged for August and Charlotte to come dog-sit for her. She supposed a normal dog would be fine being left alone, but Nora felt like Margo had already been through so much. Besides, normal was overrated. She had the means to spoil the dog and it brought her joy to have August and Charlotte around, so she did.
August showed up in a shirt that read, “Dogs > People” and Nora decided it was her favorite shirt yet. At the moment, Nora was incredibly disappointed in her species.
She ordered a pizza for August and Charlotte, who were going to earn their pay by curling up on the couch with Margo to watch 102 Dalmations. But, before they got too cozied in, Nora pulled August aside to fill her in on the latest development in the case.
“Gosh. Wow. That’s—that’s awful.” August processed the news. “Wait, we have smoothies from there just about every morning!”
“The thought occurred to me as well. But Rafael assures me there’s no indication she poisoned anyone else. She was trying to make Walter and her husband sick. Raymond was the first person she set out to kill. Something in her snapped when she realized how badly she’d misread her relationship with Walter.”
“Still, maybe I’ll schedule Charlotte’s next check-up a little early, just to be safe.”
“Couldn’t hurt.”
“So, you and Rafael are getting close.”
Nora blushed and looked away. “We’re just friends.”
“Sure.” August’s tone said she wasn’t buying it for a moment. 
“How are things with you and Leo?”
It was August’s turn to blush. “There are no things. We’re both nomads; there’s no telling how long we’ll even be in the same town before one of us moves on.”
“You’re both here now, aren’t you? It can’t hurt to give it a shot.”
“I couldn’t do that to Charlotte.”
“I wasn’t suggesting you teach her to call him Daddy,” Nora teased. “But she could come hang out with me and Margo sometimes to give you some adult time. Just a thought.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” August gave Nora an impulsive hug. “I’m glad you called that night when Margo wouldn’t climb the stairs.”
Nora hugged her back. “Me, too.”
Her doorbell rang and she went to greet Rafael. When she went to grab her purse so they could go, he instead let himself in to say hi to Margo, who was doing a happy little hop with her front feet that Nora had never seen before. Every day, the dog came a little more out of her shell. 
After Margo had been given proper attention, Rafael made small talk with August and accepted a teacup from Charlotte, who insisted he try the tea she made for him. He sipped the air and declared it delicious, eliciting a million-watt smile from the little girl.
Nora took it all in, smiling and trying to set aside the unsettled feeling bubbling just below the surface.
Rafael had made reservations for them at a trendy little spot in the historic art district not far from the shop. Nora approved of the vibe, with its exposed brick walls, curved wooden bar, and twinkle lights. She even cut loose a little and ordered one of their fancy cocktails, sipping it cautiously in a way that Rafael seemed to find amusing.
Neither could decide what they wanted, so they decided to share. Nora couldn’t be sure if it was relief over knowing there would be justice for Walter or the effects of the cocktail and the heavenly food, but she felt warm and happy inside. Or perhaps it was the conversation that flowed so easily between them, and the thought that it was the conversation unsettled her further.
“Rafael, this is lovely. You are lovely, actually. But I’m just not ready to date yet. I know it’s been five years, but it still feels too soon. My mother assures me it’s been long enough, but—” Nora drifted off, unable to voice the swirl of emotions within.
“Wait, you thought this was a date?” Rafael held a hand up to stop her. “This isn’t a date.”
“It’s not a date?” Nora smiled shyly, catching the teasing in his tone.
“Nooo,” he drew the word out, shaking his head slowly. 
Nora glanced around at the restaurant’s low lights, took in the soft music in the background. Couples sat at every table. “What is it, then?”
“Colleagues.”
“Colleagues?”
“Yes. We’re just two sleuths, breaking down a case.” 
Her smile deepened. “I can live with that.”
“And, maybe friends?” he added, hopefully.
“Definitely friends.” Nora nodded once decisively.
Their conversation was interrupted by a classy brunette coming to a stop in front of their table. Nora instantly squashed the feeling of jealousy that rose up. She had, after all, just told the man she didn’t want to date him.
“Rafael, my sweet man. How are you?” the woman asked.
“Good, Diane. I’m good. How are you? How are things down at the gallery?”
“The gallery is a hot mess right now, Raf, that’s how it is.” The woman blew an exasperated sigh. “Our biggest event of the year is right around the corner and one of our headliners bailed, so I have a big gaping hole in my wall.”
“That’s awful,” Rafael commiserated. “What are you going to do?”
“I have no clue. Do you know any up-and-coming artists?” she asked with a laugh.
“I do.” Nora surprised everyone at the table by answering.
“Diane, this is Nora. She owns the bookshop.”
Recognition flashed in the other woman’s eyes. “Walter’s niece. It’s nice to meet you.”
“You, too.” Nora remembered Regina’s distaste for Diane. Given everything she’d learned about Regina in the past six hours, she was less inclined to trust the woman’s assessment of the situation.
“So, who’s the artist?” Diane asked.
“Prudence Willoughby. She’s a synesthete and she paints what she hears.”
“A synesthete?”
“She has chromesthesia, to be exact. She sees sound, which I would think is miserable, but she uses it to create phenomenal art.”
Diane considered for a moment. “I’d like to see that.”
“Come by the shop tomorrow.” Nora belatedly wondered if Pru would be happy with the turn of events. She hoped so.
Diane chatted with them a bit longer before realizing her husband was getting ready to leave without her. She excused herself with a promise to pop by Worth Their Salt in the morning.
“I like her,” Nora decided. “I mean, I’d rather hate her because she’s just so pretty and classy, but I like her.”
“I’d give you grief for that statement but now that I think about it, there are men I feel that way about.” Rafael signaled the server for their check. “Diane and I went to high school together. We dated for about two seconds our junior year, but we’ve always been better at being friends.”
Nora hadn’t asked for an explanation and knew she certainly wasn’t owed one, but she appreciated it, nonetheless. 
After dinner, they walked around the historic district, enjoying the ambiance and the cool evening air. Nora walked these streets every day, but there was a magic to the night she was happy to soak in. And then he dropped her off at her doorstep, leaving her with a kiss on her cheek and a whole bag of mixed emotions to sort through.
August and Charlotte were passed out on the couch; one of them was snoring softly. Nora pulled a blanket from the ottoman and covered them before sneaking upstairs, Margo padding softly beside her.
In her room, Nora glanced at the clock. It would only be seven back in California. With a deep breath to bolster her courage, she picked up the phone to dial a number she knew she should have called weeks ago.
“Mom?”
“Nora.” 
Nora had a hard time judging the tone of the other woman’s voice. “How are you? How’s Dad? Grandma?”
“We are well. How are you?”
“Good. I like it here. It’s nice getting to see Uncle Walter’s world. He seems like he was a good man, Mom.”
“He was.” This time, it was easy to recognize the sadness in her mother’s voice.
“Then why was he cast out of the family? Because he was gay?”
“Is that what you think?”
“I can’t imagine that fit in with Grandmother’s vision for his life, for her family.”
“It didn’t, but that wasn’t the reason for the distance. Nora, when your grandfather died, Walter took his share of the inheritance and bought a boat.”
“The Amelia. I saw her. So? That boat was how he made his fortune.”
“It was also how he turned his back on the family business and left me to deal with your grandmother alone.”
“But you chose to stay.”
“If I left, too, she would have had nothing, nobody.”
“Because of her choices.”
“Nora, I couldn’t do that to my mother, no matter what she’d done.”
“But to just completely cut someone out of your life because you didn’t approve of his choices? Is that what you plan to do to me?”
“So, you’re staying?”
“I am.”
“Nora, the phone works both ways. You’ve been down there how long, and this is the first phone call.”
“Yes, mother, it does work both ways. I’ve been down here how long and you’ve yet to call me, either. You didn’t even respond to my emails.” 
There was a pregnant pause before her mother responded. “There was a Jane Magnolia tree in our grandparent’s garden. Walter and I used to play under it. I was always a fairy princess, and he was always a pirate. We used to pretend the falling petals were fairy dust. They were my happiest memories.”
And suddenly, Nora knew why he’d named his sailboat the Magnolia Jane—it was an homage to what were his happiest memories, too.
“Why didn’t you just tell me this when I asked before, Mom?”
“Because you do not email a question like that. You call.”
“So, it was a punishment?”
“Think of it as a life lesson. Not everything can be texted.”
Nora wanted to ask, “Why not?” but left it alone. Instead, she told her mother she loved her and wished her a good evening. Their relationship might never be what Nora wished, but it wouldn’t end the way Walter’s had with his family, either.
Nora went to bed that night thinking how sad it was when people let pride and misconceptions rule their world.
When she awoke, it took her a few minutes to process everything that had happened the day before. She allowed herself a moment to think, to orient, before pulling herself out of bed, determined to put the shop back together again. 
Rafael had told her that Regina never meant to kill Walter, only to make him sick in hopes that he’d turn to her in his time of need. Everything about the entire situation made Nora heartsick. She wished she could set it all right.
Perhaps now, with at least some measure of resolution, Nora could begin to move forward. She never had figured out why Walter had chosen to leave everything to her; perhaps she never would. But she would honor him, that much she did know. She also knew it was time to pack up the master bedroom. She couldn’t be a houseguest forever.
Her phone pinged; she smiled when she realized it was a text from Rafael, asking if she wanted her business records delivered to the house or shop.
“The house,” she replied. “At least until I get the door fixed at the shop. If you want, you could bring them by, and I’ll make you dinner.”
“Say you’ll make that salad again and you have a deal.”
“That can be arranged.”
“You’re on. I’ll be there at 7.”
“Great. Then you can help me pack up Walter’s things, too.”
“Is it too late to say I’m washing my hair tonight, lol?”
“Yep. Missed opportunity.”
“Darn. Wait, does this mean you’re staying?”
“It does.”
“Totally worth being tricked into work, then.”
“Smooth talker.” Nora grinned at the phone. It was going to be difficult to keep that man in the friend zone. 
On her way out the door, Nora left her credit card with August, who took Margo with her and Charlotte as they went in search of a new breakfast routine. When Nora arrived at the shop, she was surprised to find Prudence had already made progress restoring order to the office. In fact, she’d done pretty much everything besides repair the broken doors.
“You didn’t take yesterday off, did you?” Nora guessed.
“I couldn’t,” Pru admitted. “I owed it to Walter to set his world right again.”
“You two had a special bond, didn’t you?”
“We did.” Pru’s smile was wistful. “Most people don’t think about what it’s like to have chromesthesia. I think it’s just such a foreign idea, they can’t really empathize. And for some synesthetes, it’s not that bad. The colors are more like smoke or background noise.”
“It is hard to imagine,” Nora agreed.
“There are times, in a crowd or something, it gets so bad that it makes me dizzy. I get confused and disoriented. Sometimes, I can throw myself into the conversation. Somehow, being part of it helps. But sometimes, I just need quiet. Walter saw that. And he gave me a place of peace. He said he only opened the shop for the books, anyway. He didn’t mind if he sold them or not.”
Nora smiled. That sounded like the Walter she’d come to know. Most millionaires would have cared very much about making the next million. Walter, not so much. He’d made a lasting impact in the world around him, not with fame or fortune, but with kindness. 
She looked at Pru, really looked, and saw a young woman who was trying desperately to put on a brave face but had not yet mourned a dear friend.
“That must have been hard, finding him.”
“It was the worst moment of my life.” Pru blinked rapidly, turning as the first tear streaked down her cheek.
“I am so very sorry.”
Nora wasn’t sure how long they sat in Walter’s office, her hand resting on Pru’s shoulder as it trembled with emotion. Eventually, the tears subsided, and Prudence wiped her eyes, declaring herself in need of a happier topic.
“I’m not sure if you’ll consider this happy or not, but there’s a gallery owner who wants to stop by to see your work.”
“What?!?” Pru shrieked. “When?”
“Um…” Nora glanced at the clock. “Now?”
“How? Who? Why?”
“Diane? She owns a gallery down the street.”
“Diane Fuller?”
“That sounds right.”
“I’ve been trying to work up the nerve to approach her for two years.”
“Yeah? So, it’s a good thing?”
“Yes! But I’m a mess. I’m a blotchy-eyed mess, Nora. This is awful.”
“Go splash water on your face,” Nora instructed. “I’ll go keep an eye out for Diane while I try to find a contractor to come fix our door. I can’t deal with any more break-ins.”
Pru went to freshen herself up while Nora went up front to do as promised. She called Raymond to see if he had anyone he recommended since the man knew half the city. After getting a name and number from him, she made plans to meet him for dinner over the weekend. If she was all kinds of feels in the wake of yesterday, she could only imagine what he was experiencing.
When she texted Ivy the news that they were finally getting their books back, she could almost hear the woman’s excitement over text. Then Ivy started teasing her about how she’d convinced Rafael to give back their paperwork and Nora decided she needed to find Ivy a hobby—or a date. Anything to shift her focus off of Nora’s love life.
Nora checked her calendar. She had a few more hours until she and Oliver were meeting to discuss potential replacements for captain of the Amelia. She still didn’t know why James Byrd had broken in or what he was looking for—hopefully Ivy could figure that out once they got their files back. But whatever his reasoning, he’d be in jail for the foreseeable future, not that Nora would have let him stay on as captain, anyway. 
She’d promoted Oliver to Chief Mate since he wasn’t quite ready for his own boat. It was still a good promotion that put him well within reach of his dream. His first task was to help her find somebody trustworthy to lead their next expedition. Preferably someone who was a bit more likeable, too. And who didn’t mind women, since she had every intention of going along.
She looked up from her laptop as August and crew arrived. She wasn’t surprised to see that they’d found Leo along the way. He was carrying a box of pastries, nearly dropping them when he tripped over his own feet in an attempt to get the door for August. The way the pair looked at each other, Nora suspected neither of them would be making plans to leave any time soon.
For the first time in a very long time, she was filled with such warmth and joy, such contentment, that she knew she wasn’t going anywhere, either. And she had Walter Cavanaugh to thank for bringing her home.
The End
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