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      Allie Williams scrolled through the names on her computer, eager to see what the guests would be like before they arrived—which would be very soon. She always looked forward to the diversity of guests who stayed at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast. Most were in awe of the majestic nineteenth-century Queen Anne mansion, to say nothing of the amenities it provided all visitors. Brenda, the owner and her boss approached, and together they looked at the list.

      “It looks as if we’ll have a good group, Allie. I hope they get along well.”

      “If they’re coming here, they must be coming for similar reasons. They must be musical people since the Fiddlers Jamboree is this weekend.”

      Brenda smiled. “That will indeed be something different for our town. You’re right, Allie. They should be a fun group of people, and lively.”

      Brenda, as was her habit, felt nervous just thinking about the first night’s dinner with her new guests. It was a time she often spent assessing how guests interacted with one another. Her husband Mac had to work late at the police station because he and her son-in-law Bryce Jones were finishing up on a case together. Brenda chided herself for her nerves, knowing once the dinner finished, she would easily relax for the rest of the weekend. She enjoyed the busy bed and breakfast activities and people.

      Allie looked up and nudged Brenda, alerting her that someone was entering the foyer. The handsome young man, his fiddle case in one hand, smiled at the women. Though rather short and slender of frame, he was well built. The rays of light shining through the glass lobby door caused glimmers to highlight his sandy brown hair. His blue eyes sparkled with life.

      “I’m Jake Smith, here for the Fiddlers Jamboree this weekend.” Allie noted he set down his instrument case on the planked floor with great care and grace. “I hope to win this year.” He winked at Allie as they finished the check-in process, after chatting about things to do in Sweetfern Harbor. Allie blushed a little, and luckily just then the porter Michael appeared and picked up the man’s luggage. Jake followed his luggage up to his room.

      Brenda breathed a sigh of relief. “He’ll be one to keep everyone entertained.”

      “Personally, I’ve never known anyone who plays fiddle,” Allie said. “I hope he’ll play for us while he’s here. I definitely will go downtown to the jamboree for the competition.” She paused, remembering his dazzling blue eyes and easy smile. “I think you’re right, Brenda, he will liven up the place.”

      “He looks young to be a professional fiddler,” Brenda said. “He must have been playing since he was quite young.” Allie agreed and mentioned he looked just a few years older than she was. Brenda suppressed an amused grin at her young employee’s notice of the handsome young man.

      The next guest to arrive presented himself as more sedate but still quite friendly: The Reverend Thomas Kelly checked in, with his clerical collar leaving them no doubt as to his profession. He told them he was an Episcopalian priest visiting Sweetfern Harbor for a regional clergy meeting. “It will keep me busy all afternoon Saturday, but other than that time, I plan to enjoy your beautiful bed and breakfast and this coastal town.” He appeared to be in his early forties and his features were rather plain but appealingly open. He had sandy blond hair, closely cropped, and carried his own luggage up the stairs with vigor, carrying on an animated conversation with the porter along the way.

      As Allie checked her paperwork, the doors opened again, and a couple walked in. Mattie and Drake Cabot didn’t smile. Allie greeted them nonetheless, and the husband told her their names in a somber, reserved tone of voice. Allie tried not to let her nerves get the best of her, and Brenda could see Allie worried she had somehow offended the guests. Brenda quickly stepped in and asked the couple if they were in Sweetfern Harbor for pleasure. At first, neither spoke, and then Drake told her they hoped to have time to themselves to enjoy the Atlantic Ocean and everything the bed and breakfast offered as well. Allie began telling them of events around town they may be interested in, but they seemed to ignore her spiel. Drake pointed out the two heavier suitcases to Michael when he appeared downstairs again, and the Cabots simply picked up their overnight cases and followed the porter to the second floor. Once out of sight, Brenda reassured Allie when she saw her worried look.

      “Not every guest is here to have a wild adventure, don’t feel too bad if you can’t cheer them up, Allie. Perhaps nothing can cheer them up,” Brenda said.

      “Don’t worry, Brenda. Remember, we have the fiddler here and he’ll keep things going.”

      Brenda laughed. “Maybe the Cabots are here simply for peace and quiet. That’s the goal for many of our guests.”

      Brenda left to find her head housekeeper and good friend, Phyllis. She found her in the kitchen with her chef, Morgan. Morgan set prepared trays of snacks in front of Phyllis, who was ready to take the refreshments to the sitting room. Brenda discussed the guests who had arrived so far. Phyllis and Morgan perked up when they heard about the young fiddler staying with them.

      “I’ve always been interested in that type of music,” Phyllis said, “and I’ve never had the chance to hear it played live. This is my chance.” Brenda offered to help set out refreshments and balanced more drinks on a second tray.

      When they came into the sitting room, young Jake the musician and Thomas the priest came in to enjoy the snacks. Jake seemed somewhat surprised to see the priest walk in, but he hid it well and soon the men were chatting. Both praised whoever concocted the dips and sweet treats. Brenda assured them the chef would have more delicacies for them at dinnertime.

      Meanwhile, Mattie and Drake Cabot unpacked their belongings and returned downstairs. They passed by the room where the others sat conversing but walked on and went outside instead. Brenda caught a glimpse of them through the veranda window and then lost track of the couple as they rounded the corner. Allie had guessed them to be in their early thirties. Over the past two years since inheriting the Sheffield Bed and Breakfast and working hard at the business, she prided herself on her ability to nail the ages of guests, and she was usually right. It became a game and a challenge for her.

      Laughter and jokes were heard from the front entrance. Another couple had arrived. Sara and Alan Haas entered and greeted Allie with enthusiasm. She returned the mood happily and welcomed them.

      “We finally made it,” Sara said. “We had a few glitches with the car along the way, but that’s because Alan didn’t take time to get it checked over like I suggested.” She chuckled at his bemused, exasperated expression. “Anyway, we’re here now and can’t wait to stay in this beautiful place for an entire weekend.”

      Allie noticed the large briefcase on the floor with their luggage. “Are you here for business?” she asked. Sara explained they had begun a new business in the last few months and were ready to market their skin care products to the public. Both talked about their enterprise, which was still in the beginning stages.

      “We named the company Shakina,” Sara said. “It is an African name meaning ‘one who possesses beauty.’”

      “That’s perfect,” Allie said. “I’d love to take a look at your products while you’re here, if you don’t mind.”

      “We don’t mind at all,” Alan said. “We have market possibilities set up in Sweetfern Harbor, but only a few. We may ask you about shops that might carry our products.” His eyes were hopeful. “We don’t want to impose, but if you have any leads, we would be grateful.”

      Allie promised to give it serious thought. Michael took their bags upstairs to show them to their room and Allie then checked in a bronzed, muscular man. He introduced himself as Mason Eads. His deep tan told her right away the twenty-something likely planned to indulge in water sports while visiting. She mentioned the many activities available down on the waterfront, day or night.

      “There is a pathway directly down there from this property.” She gestured in the direction of the ocean.

      “That’s why I’m here,” Mason said. “I surf the Pacific on vacation often but decided to challenge myself in the Atlantic. I hear it is different.”

      Allie chuckled, remembering what other guests had said about the differences between West Coast and East Coast beaches. “The beach isn’t as broad as you are used to in California, but I’m sure you will enjoy the adventure. You may want to get acquainted with Jonathan Wright. You’ll find him at his business down there. He owns a boat rental place and also teaches water sports.”

      “I may need to consult him. Thanks for the info.”

      Brenda and Phyllis welcomed the other guests as they gathered for refreshments. Suddenly, conversations came to an abrupt standstill. Mason Eads stood in the doorway of the sitting room, and his face showed surprise and uncertainty when he looked at the other guests. Later, Brenda wished she had paid more attention to those he seemed to recognize. At the time, she took her guests’ reticence as a cue to introduce everyone in the room again, going around briefly. Only after a moment did she realize it might have been something else; she had a feeling it would be revealed during dinnertime. For now, she excused herself and told the guests to enjoy themselves.

      Once in the hallway, she asked Phyllis if she wanted to discuss the wedding celebration plans for chef Morgan and her father. Tim Sheffield and Morgan Graber had insisted on a simple celebration on the premises for a handful of guests. They emphasized that at their age, a modest ceremony and close friends in attendance were all they desired. Tim often voiced his wish that his brother Randolph had lived to see the day of his younger brother’s remarriage. Randolph died childless, and Tim’s daughter Brenda inherited the majestic property his brother had restored over decades. As for “no big celebration,” Brenda, Phyllis and Allie found it hard to restrain themselves.

      “We have a lot to do,” Allie said, popping in on the conversation. “I’ll do the artwork and decorations needed.” Allie was already an accomplished artist at her young age and planned to major in art in college.

      “We had better be careful,” Phyllis said. “If they don’t want a lot of fanfare, we should probably take that to heart. I don’t want to make an enemy of either Morgan or Tim.”

      “I’ve thought of all that,” Brenda said. “They want a simple ceremony. However, they didn’t put restraints on how we choose the theme and decorations for the ceremony itself, or for the reception. I’m keeping the guest list much smaller than usual and we can spend all the time we want making this small wedding magnificently beautiful. A quiet celebration doesn’t mean a plain and boring one, after all.”

      Phyllis was happy Brenda saw it that way. She and Allie were just as eager to get into the planning process as Brenda was. By the time they finished their conversation, Brenda leaned back and looked over the list she had started on a pad of paper, then stated she thought more should be done, but they had a good start.

      “I’ll ask Morgan her preferences for the menu,” Brenda said. “Allie, I’ll ask your mother to make the desserts and specialties at Sweet Treats Bakery. Hope never fails to make the best desserts.” She looked at Phyllis. “Do you think if several of us helped out that your daughter Molly would open her large back kitchen down at Morning Sun Coffee? We could barbecue there or use it as a catering station of sorts. Then Allie’s father David could bring it up here when ready, I’m sure.” Allie agreed her father would pitch in.

      “My daughter will be more than happy to do whatever we need. She only uses that back kitchen for big events around town.” Phyllis rubbed her chin. “I thought you were going to get Morgan’s ideas for food. Does she even like barbecue?”

      “I do plan to ask her, but we can throw in some surprises, too. Also, lots of things can be cooked on a barbecue—you can even steam shrimp in those big pots Molly has.”

      “I heard they are planning to go to Hawaii for their honeymoon,” Allie said. “What about a Hawaiian theme for decorations?”

      Brenda snapped her fingers. “I forgot about that. Instead of barbecue, let’s plan Hawaiian luau food.” This was incentive enough to delve deeper into the plans and they all became excited again. Brenda glanced at her watch. “I have to get ready for the first night dinner,” she said apologetically. “I’m sorry neither of you can be here tonight.”

      “I’d love to, Brenda,” Phyllis said, “but William is in charge of the Jamboree logistics and I promised I’d help him with some finishing touches.”

      “I’m sorry, too, Brenda, but I have a big test tomorrow and have to study. It will count toward my college credits, if I ever get there.” Allie looked wistful. Brenda reassured them both that she understood.

      In her cottage, Brenda showered and dressed for dinner. She walked the short pathway back to her bed and breakfast and peeked into the kitchen. “Do you need help, Morgan?”

      “Everything is under control,” said the chef, bustling around and garnishing a few platters with herbs and checking a bubbling pot for flavor. “All my helpers showed up and we’ll be ready when everyone is seated.” Brenda knew Morgan had a lot to do and quickly got out of the way, heading for the dinner table.

      Several guests had preceded Brenda to the dining room. She greeted Jake the musician, who was exchanging a few words with the Reverend, and she also greeted Sara and Alan, telling them they could sit wherever they wanted. She suggested one of them take the head of the table. “My husband Mac won’t be here for dinner tonight and sends his regrets. He’ll see everyone later.” Jake hesitated, and Brenda encouraged him to take the seat. They joked back and forth about seniority as everyone settled around the table.

      Reverend Thomas Kelly sat across from Brenda and next to young Jake. Then Alan and Sara sat opposite one another. The end of the table included Mason, the Cabots and a few other guests. Once they were all seated, Brenda stood up and welcomed everyone and toasted their health on behalf of the staff of Sheffield House. The Reverend gave a brief but heartfelt grace as everyone bowed their heads in prayer. Then salads and soup were served. Drinks were refilled.

      Conversations flowed sporadically at first until Jake took over. He invited everyone to visit the Fiddlers Jamboree the next day. “I’m sure you’ve heard already, but it will be at the park in downtown Sweetfern Harbor. There will be lots of good music and many booths and games around. The fiddlers playing the main stage are well known for the most part and very entertaining.”

      No one missed the scoffing noise that escaped Mason Eads’ mouth. “Fiddling is not real music, my man. It is a sub-standard form of noise and a terrible way to ruin a good violin.”

      Everyone stopped midmotion. Even Jake’s mouth gaped open for a second.

      He recovered, and with a slight flush to his handsome face, he replied, “Fiddling has enjoyed a long history in popular culture, centuries before classical music found its way to the mainstream. I don’t know what you base your assumptions on, but it is a beautiful sound.”

      Brenda tensed. Mason didn’t hesitate. “Fiddlers may have been around a long time but there is no way a technique like that produces quality tones.”

      Jake opened his mouth to retort, but Thomas put his hand on his arm. “We are here to enjoy a dinner together, are we not? This argument is out of order and surely we can agree to disagree without insulting one another.” The clergyman gave a pointed look at Mason. Something seemed to pass between Thomas Kelly and Mason Eads and the younger man backed down, though he set his jaw defiantly.

      Sara Haas chuckled nervously at the unexpected interaction. Alan nudged his wife with his foot and she quieted. Jake apologized immediately but Mason said nothing. Mattie and Drake Cabot exchanged quick glances and then resumed eating as if nothing unusual had occurred. Quiet consumed the atmosphere until Sara saved the situation. She seemed determined to keep the conversation normal and asked Jake how he learned to play the fiddle.

      “My grandfather was a famous fiddler. Perhaps you’ve heard of him? His name was Abram Smith, but he was better known as Abram the Shredder. That was because when he played, he played so fast everyone thought he was going to shred the strings.” He laughed briefly. “He passed away several years ago, but he was my mentor and my favorite grandfather.”

      Sara found the story of his nickname humorous and told Jake she wished she had heard his grandfather play. Alan said he thought the name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place where he’d heard it before. The other guests returned to other subjects, and Brenda was glad when dessert time arrived. She invited everyone into the sitting room and told them if they preferred dessert in the dining room to feel free to remain. Everyone opted for the sitting room and walked through the arch into the adjoining space off the dining area. Only Mattie and Drake passed them all by and left through the front door without saying a word to anyone. Once again, they walked past the wide front window and out of sight.
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      Brenda stayed a polite length of time in the sitting room and then excused herself. “If you need anything this evening or during the night, use the electronic call button in your room. I’m sure Michael pointed it out to you. I’ll answer right away and take care of your needs. There is also an all-night snack and beverage room off the hallway near the kitchen. Please help yourselves.”

      Several guests again told her how delicious the meal had tasted, and the group began to drift off to bed. Some went to their rooms and others decided on fresh air. Brenda was halfway down the hall when she turned to hear low voices. One glance told her Jake and Thomas were in deep conversation together at the doorway of the now empty room. Thomas glanced behind him several times as if to make sure they weren’t overheard. Brenda guessed they were discussing the dinner events, something she was anxious to forget.

      Brenda hurried out the back door and across the pathway to their private cottage, which they had only recently renovated. She looked forward to having Mac home and being in his arms again. She and the detective had married less than a year ago and were as much in love as the day they pronounced their vows to one another. Deep in her thoughts, she looked up at the sound of his car coming into their driveway.

      “What a long day, Brenda. How did yours go?” He bent to kiss her as he unlocked the cottage door.

      Brenda told him about the fiasco during dinnertime. “I was ready to step in but didn’t have to when Reverend Thomas Kelly restored the peace. I hope we don’t have to put up with outbursts like that again. Mason’s behavior was totally uncalled for.”

      Mac wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Maybe everyone was just tired from their travels. I’m sure tomorrow will be a better day.” He kissed her again and stood back. “I do have good news for you. I’m free tomorrow after ten in the morning. We can go to the Jamboree together. I’ve put Bryce in charge of security and have assigned other officers to posts and I’m not needed, unless something comes up.”

      “That is good news. I’m looking forward to another Sweetfern Harbor festival. It’s always fun to see everyone take advantage of good times.” They talked about the increasing tourist population flooding the town. “You’ll have to meet the fiddler, Mac. He is very entertaining and is set on winning the competition tomorrow night. He seems very nice, and I hope he does win.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re already playing favorites,” Mac teased. They enjoyed a nightcap together and then headed for bed. The weekend promised to be a busy one.

      By morning, Brenda felt like a new person. Whatever went on the night before was gone from her mind. She relaxed and greeted a few early risers. Phyllis had arrived for the day and she and Brenda opted to have morning coffee in Phyllis’s former apartment, which was still kept furnished and ready for her use. She had lived on the premises before marrying William Pendleton the previous Christmas in a double wedding with Brenda and Mac. Brenda kept Phyllis’s apartment ready in case she worked late for special events at the bed and breakfast.

      Phyllis brewed fresh coffee while Brenda told her of the events of the night before. She was chagrined that she had not quite let it go yet. “So much for forgetting,” Brenda said, “but I had to tell you. I think the guests will be fine, but it was a rocky start.”

      “I’m glad the priest was there to smooth things over. This isn’t the first time your guests arrived tired, Brenda. Today will be better, I’m sure. Do you want to walk downtown and get the latest gossip? I’ll get my housekeepers together. We’ll get the rooms refreshed and make sure everything’s in order first.”

      Brenda laughed. “I don’t doubt things will be in order, Phyllis. They always are. And you know I wouldn’t miss going down to listen to the news of the day. We’ll go to Morning Sun Coffee first. That’s where things will be the liveliest, and I hope to meet some of the fiddlers in town, too.”

      Brenda left a note for Mac to tell him they would be back in time for lunch. “I want to stop by Jenny’s Blossoms on the way there and say hello to her, too. I know she’ll be busy, but I haven’t seen her for a couple of days.”

      “Your daughter will have time for you, Brenda. She always does.”

      It made Brenda feel good that everyone now referred to Jenny Rivers Jones as her daughter rather than her step-daughter. When Brenda married Mac, his beloved daughter Jenny had come with the package. She cherished the idea of having her own daughter since she and the detective married in their forties and Brenda had let go of the hope of having her own child; and anyway, Jenny was perfect in her eyes.

      When the women reached the flower shop, Jenny greeted them with a huge smile. Her cheeks glowed more than usual, and both women noted her bulging stomach. Besides planning a wedding, they also had a baby shower to think about. Jenny had told them to wait until she was further along, and they had reluctantly agreed to comply.

      “I have beautiful bouquets ready for the bed and breakfast, Brenda. They’ll be delivered early this afternoon if that suits you.”

      Brenda admired the creations in the upright cooler. “Whenever is convenient is fine with me, Jenny. Thanks.”

      “We’re headed for Molly’s coffee shop,” Phyllis said. “Do you want us to bring you something?”

      “I’m going to take a break around twelve-thirty. I have all my workers here today so that’s when I’m planning to take my lunch. I’m sure Bryce will bring something in for me to nibble on sooner than that, though. He’s like a hen with a chick and wants to make sure I’m all right.” Jenny’s melodious laughter flowed easily. Brenda told her she was a lucky mom-to-be.

      Along the sidewalk the women met many people they knew. They chatted briefly with a few of them and smiled at tourists. Three men played fiddles on the corner near Morning Sun Coffee. One broke in occasionally with a joke and the crowd grew as laughter echoed across the small street. Brenda and Phyllis slipped into the coffee shop and went to the counter. Molly seemed oblivious to them standing there while she and Jonathan Wright were engrossed in a conversation, their heads nearly touching.

      “What will it take to get service here?” Phyllis asked. Molly jerked in her direction.

      “Hi, Mom. Jon and I were just talking about all the people camping down at the beach. I guess they ran out of room in town. Have you ever seen such a large crowd of people in Sweetfern Harbor?”

      “I agree there’s quite a crowd. I’m glad to see you have extra help in here, Molly,” Phyllis said. “We’ll take two lattés, please.”

      Brenda suggested Phyllis sit at a table while she waited for their drinks, but then Jonathan stepped in and offered to carry them over when ready. A few minutes later, he brought three beverages to them and asked if he could join them for a few minutes. They invited him to sit down at their small booth.

      “I’ve been talking with one of your guests down on the shoreline,” Jon said. “He’s quite the surfer and took to the waves like a pro.” The women waited while he took a quick sip of his raspberry iced tea. “His name is Mason Eads, and…well…” He took another sip, seemingly oblivious to their sudden curiosity.

      “Get on with it, Jon,” Phyllis said. “What about Mason Eads?”

      “I had the feeling I’d met him somewhere before. There was something about him that was a little familiar. Yet weird. I couldn’t put my finger on it.”

      Brenda shuddered unnoticed by her table companions. “He says he likes to surf on vacations a lot, especially in California,” she said. “Have you ever been there?”

      “I learned to surf on Venice Beach,” Jon mused. “Maybe that’s where I met him.” It was then that he noticed Brenda’s disturbed countenance. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Brenda. It was just a random observation on my part. I’m sure he is a perfectly nice guy.”

      “I think he is probably a little different when it comes to personality,” Brenda said, not wanting to reveal the whole story, or discuss why her stomach seemed to drop like a brick when she remembered the casual disdain and cold demeanor of Mason’s words at dinner the previous night.

      Jon regretted bringing up the subject and now wished he had kept quiet. The man had struck him as odd, but Jonathan had rented boats to many tourists, and this wouldn’t be the first customer to be quirky. He glanced at the clock on the wall near the counter. “I have to get back down there. I’ve been gone too long now.”

      “You did come quite far for a break,” Phyllis said. Her eyes twinkled when she looked in the direction of her daughter. A rush of heat colored Jon’s cheeks a faint pink as he realized Phyllis knew exactly why he came to Morning Sun Coffee despite the distance.

      After he left, Phyllis told Brenda the same thing. “Molly went through a bad time after Pete Graham. I’m glad she has found someone again.”

      “Jonathan has gained a good reputation around town, and his business is growing,” Brenda said. “Molly deserves someone like him in her life.” She finished the last sip of her latté. “Maybe we should get back.”

      For the first time since inheriting Sheffield Bed and Breakfast from her uncle, Brenda felt a stir of uneasiness when she and Phyllis entered the house after their morning stroll downtown. Phyllis noticed Brenda’s pale face and asked her if she was alright. “I don’t know what’s come over me,” Brenda said. “There is something that isn’t right, but I can’t pin down what it is.”

      To Phyllis, everything looked normal. Sheffield House’s polished floors shone in the sun and not a speck of dust could be found anywhere. The ornate front staircase curved up to the second floor in front of them and Brenda held onto the banister while she looked around a little. Phyllis reflected on the staircase and how it fascinated her; she often thought about the many people who walked the steps over the many decades of the house’s existence.

      Phyllis noticed a couple of guests in the sitting room. Mattie Cabot curled in the corner of the loveseat reading a book. Drake stood looking out the wide window where late morning light filtered in. He appeared deep in thought.

      “They appear content,” Brenda murmured, and tried to quell her sense of unease.

      They had a few minutes before lunchtime. Allie told Brenda that Mac had come in and could be found in the kitchen. “I think he’s probably bribing Morgan for something sweet to eat.” Brenda smiled and shook her head. She never understood how her husband could eat sweets before a meal without affecting his appetite for the meal when it was served to him. She left to join him, hoping a hug from his strong arms would help restore her sense of rightness.

      Downtown, Jake Smith stood in a group of other fiddlers near the door of Sweet Treats. Hope Williams looked out and took samples to them. She hoped it would encourage them to play some music near her shop, which in turn would draw in more customers. It worked, and a couple of the men started up a lively tune that immediately drew a small crowd. Meanwhile, Hope introduced herself, and Jake asked if she was related to the reservationist at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast. Hope beamed when she answered in the affirmative.

      “Your daughter is very good at her job,” Jake said.

      “In that case, maybe we should take a break and go in to see what else she has to offer,” one of the musicians said to him. One of the other fiddlers reminded Jake that he’d told them he would go back to the bed and breakfast for lunch soon. He protested that surely it wouldn’t ruin his appetite.

      Hope led them inside and each purchased something from the trays behind the glass counter. They sat at a bistro table near the window and enjoyed the delicious mini cakes. Hope joined in conversation before the next deluge of customers came in.

      “Some of the treats you are enjoying at the bed and breakfast came from here,” she said. “If you had a bagel at breakfast that, too, came from my kitchen.” She and Jake exchanged a few more comments about everything else Sheffield Bed and Breakfast offered.

      “Speaking of food, I’d better head back if I want lunch,” Jake said with a charming grin, “Not that I wouldn’t happily eat your cake for lunch, Mrs. Williams.”

      “Please, call me Hope,” the baker said with a blushing, warm smile. She was starting to like the young man, with his dancing eyes and polite manners.

      Jake bid the group farewell. “I’ll meet up again with the rest of you in an hour or so. I suppose you’ll be at the park practicing?” They told him they would likely play some more on the street corners and he could easily find them.

      The fiddler made it back to the bed and breakfast in time to sit down across from Brenda. Mac sat at the head of the table. Mattie and Drake joined them, along with other guests who opted for lunch at the bed and breakfast that day. The conversation was much livelier than the night before, and Brenda could not help but think that Mac’s steadying presence played a hand in that. Jake promised to play a few tunes when asked. It was agreed after lunch that anyone who wanted to listen should come to the sitting room. Brenda and Mac looked forward to hearing him give a private concert. Even Mattie and Drake voiced their desire to hear good music.

      When they sat down with coffee and tea in the sitting room, Jake perched on a polished antique stool and brought his fiddle to his shoulder and started to play. The music danced and cavorted, waltzed and sighed, leapt and twisted, and all the while the sunshine poured through the windows and lit up Jake’s halo of slightly curly hair. Everyone wished to tap their toes to the rhythm. When he finished with an energetic flourish, all broke out in a round of applause, amazed at the unexpected expertise of the young fiddler. Brenda told him there was no doubt he would win the first prize later that evening.

      “That’s my goal,” he said. Then he flashed a wide smile around the room before carefully placing the instrument back into its case. “I promised to get back to my friends to play along the streets this afternoon. We do that to draw crowds to the big performance tonight.” He left for downtown, and the others drifted off to their own interests. The Cabots again escaped with no word of farewell, and this time Brenda saw them walk to the pathway that led to the waterfront. Allie told them she listened from her desk when Jake played.

      “I’ve never heard anything like that,” she said. “That fiddle spoke, didn’t it?”

      Brenda and Mac laughed at her awed expression and agreed with her. “By the way, Allie, Morgan and my father have agreed to meet with you and me and Phyllis to go over plans for the wedding ceremony. It won’t take long since we’re just getting their input.” Mac rolled his eyes. He recalled how he and William Pendleton finally gave up when the three women went ahead with elaborate plans for their own double wedding at Christmastime. He told Brenda he would be in their cottage unless there was anything she needed him to do in the bed and breakfast. She assured him everything was in order.

      Tim was in the kitchen with Morgan when the women found him. “We may as well listen to them, Morgan,” he said with an arm around his fiancé. “But if you have any objections, feel free to state them. My daughter can get ideas in her head that grow rapidly.”

      Morgan told him not to worry. “At this point, my only wish is for close friends and family to be the only witnesses to our day. I do want it to be more intimate…not a huge display for Sweetfern Harbor.” Tim told her it was settled and that’s where they would put their foot down in case the plans threatened to get out of control.

      Brenda didn’t miss the determined looks on the faces of the engaged couple. “This will only take a minute or two,” she said. “We’re keeping to the small guest list since we know that’s what you want.” Tim wondered if his daughter could read minds or if she had truly resigned herself to taking their wishes seriously. “We want to go over the menu with you. Since you are going to Hawaii, we thought perhaps you’d like the reception to be a Hawaiian theme feast.”

      Morgan clapped her hands. “That is a perfect idea. What do you think, Tim?” He told her that he wanted what she wanted. The three wedding planners felt they had accomplished something that pleased everyone. They continued to provide ideas about food and decorations, and the couple agreed to almost everything. Everyone left the discussion in a happy mood.

      

      Mason Eads had not been around the bed and breakfast all day long. He made it clear from his demeanor and words that he had no intentions of attending the Fiddlers Jamboree. Most of the guests presumed he spent the entire day on the water, especially given his mention of his interest in surfing.

      “I wonder why he seems to be distancing himself from everyone,” Brenda said. “We have three guests, Mac, who don’t want to be around others.”

      “If you’re talking about the Cabots again, they did come to listen to the fiddle music after lunch.”

      “That’s true, but then they left without a word as soon as it was over. I saw them go in the direction of the seawall. I wonder what they’re doing.”

      “They are probably enjoying their down time,” Mac said. “Quit worrying about it so much. Some guests simply enjoy their privacy and aren’t here to become a big happy instant family, don’t you think?” Brenda mused on this idea.

      “I guess I just want it to be fun for everyone. It’s odd when guests isolate themselves and are anti-social like that. But I have to admit, you are right. There’s no need for me to worry about it.”

      Mac teased her that he was going to make her put it in writing that she agreed he was right in this instance and they laughed together, forgetting all about the guests as they enjoyed their time together as a couple deeply in love.
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      Brenda checked in with the kitchen in mid-afternoon. Dinner would be served an hour earlier to accommodate anyone who wanted to enjoy the Fiddlers Jamboree. So far, Mason Eads was the only guest who showed no interest in attending. Brenda still fretted about the work to be done at the bed and breakfast before the jamboree and hurried to complete her routine tasks. Out the window, she glimpsed the Cabots sitting at the edge of the property, and she wondered once again what made them so solitary. However, she quickly immersed herself in work that needed doing and forgot them.

      Mattie and Drake Cabot sat on the lower end of the seawall and watched the seagulls and boaters on the glistening waters.

      “We have to bring our plans to fruition, Mattie. Everything must go perfectly, or we will never fully recover.” Drake kicked his flip-flops off and wiggled his toes.

      “I know, Drake. Nothing will go wrong. Everyone is ready, and things will go without a hitch as usual.” Mattie always expected calm, smooth sailing when it came to their goals. Each felt the sting of losing to the man they had once believed in. Their aim early on had been to work hard for a few years and spend most of their remaining lives in luxury. That didn’t happen, and plans had to be revamped. The couple slowly recovered but work remained to be done if they wanted to get back on track. Mattie kicked her sandals off and moved pebbles in the sand back and forth with her toes. “As soon as this little mission is completed, we should have more time for leisure,” she said. “I think this coast is beautiful, don’t you, Drake?”

      “It is one of the most peaceful places we’ve ever come to. I’ve been wishing we could stay around here forever or maybe choose somewhere similar. There’s something about salt air that rejuvenates the body and soul.” They discussed the families strolling on the sand below them and voiced opinions of the jobs some must have left to enjoy such a picturesque scene. Drake mentioned he was sure most had means and pointed out a couple without children. “They’re probably in banking or financial business of some kind. Do you see that beach bag she keeps digging into? I’ll bet only high-tech stuff is in it.”

      “They are interesting to watch,” Mattie said, watching carefully. She picked up her sandals and brushed the sand from her feet. “Let’s go into town and see what’s going on. There are plenty of people in Sweetfern Harbor we could be watching. They may be more interesting than the ones down here.”

      Drake ruffled her short curly hair. “And here I thought you came here for the Fiddlers Jamboree.”

      “You’re right. I’m hoping to pick up a good-looking fiddler down there tonight.”

      At six, everyone gathered for dinner at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast. Mac easily drew them into conversation.

      “What do you do besides run this bed and breakfast, Mac?” Alan Haas asked his host. “I know you work somewhere else, from what I understand.”

      At first, Mac was taken aback. He presumed the guests knew his occupation. “I’m actually a detective for the local police department,” he said. Mattie’s fork clanked on her plate awkwardly at that moment. The priest eyed her as if to admonish her for the disturbance and Mattie murmured an apology. Mac brushed over the moment, continuing, “I have been a police officer all my life and was promoted to lead detective a few years ago. Brenda is actually the brains behind the running of the bed and breakfast,” he said with a warm smile at his wife.

      “From what I’ve seen around town, you have a good police force here,” Alan said. “I’ve run in to a few cops who are for crowd control, I suppose. They’ve all been very friendly.” He laughed nervously as if to cover for the awkward feeling in the room. Brenda felt it was very odd, but Mac did not seem to notice.

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Mac said. “Our town is usually a rather sleepy one until we have big events. Then it grows considerably in population. William Pendleton, our friend and a prominent citizen, is responsible for bringing in quality entertainment and regional events and other things like that to town. Our local businesses have benefitted from his work as a result.”

      Conversation turned to the Queen Anne mansion. Sara was interested in its history. Brenda told them how it had passed through several different families over the last century or more. “My uncle, Randolph Sheffield, was in theatre. He came here to act in a local performance meant to recruit local talent to audition and join the stage profession. When he saw this place, it was abandoned and in disrepair. He had already decided to retire from his acting career and go into something less stressful than traveling around performing, and this huge house was the perfect project for him. He bought it and spent several years restoring it.”

      “It is beautiful,” Thomas said. “I would have liked to see what it was like before he restored it.”

      “There are several albums of before-and-after pictures you can thumb through in the sitting room,” Brenda said. “In the open bookcase near the windows, help yourself. Uncle Randolph was adamant about restoring its original architecture, down to the smallest detail. Some owners had added too many modern touches or covered up the original gingerbread detailing as they remodeled, and he took all that out so its glory could shine. You will see the evolution in the albums.” When asked, Brenda told them her uncle left the bed and breakfast to her in his will. She spoke about how she hoped to continue his dream for many years.

      Jake glanced at his watch. “I don’t wish to interrupt, but if everyone will excuse me, I must get ready. I am expected at the park early. Wish me luck.”

      Everyone did, except Mason. “I would say have a good performance, but that’s probably not possible if all you’re doing is playing the fiddle.”

      This time no one commented, and all chose to ignore the surly young surfer. Mac immediately picked up the slackened conversation and asked Alan and Sara how they were coming along finding marketing opportunities for their new business.

      “We clinched two today,” Alan said. “That’s a good beginning. This town is the perfect setting for products such as ours. We have a special line of skincare meant for salt air climates, so our products may be good for tourists and locals.” He mentioned the proprietor of Jenny’s Blossoms had asked to see samples. “We know she sells flowers and florist supplies to enhance them, but she is interested in purchasing a small amount to set up a counter display. I believe she mentioned impulse-buy items.”

      “Jenny is our daughter,” Brenda said. “I’m not surprised she has new ideas to bring more business to her shop. She’s good at thinking ahead. I hope it works out for all of you.”

      Morgan and her helpers began taking dessert trays to the sitting room. They left one on the sideboard in the dining room, though all chose to walk through the archway into the spacious and comfortable adjoining room. Mattie and Drake Cabot only stayed long enough to eat their sweets and then left the room. Mason Eads followed behind them outside. The last Brenda saw of them was when Drake turned around and scowled at the pesky surfer. Mason then turned opposite the path the couple took, strolling toward the gardens along the seawall instead of toward the beach where the couple seemed to have been headed. Fifteen minutes later, the Cabots returned and went to their room. The rest of the guests did the same to freshen up. They wanted to get downtown quickly to join the festival at the park. Brenda and Mac went to their cottage and both were happy to have time together to celebrate with everyone else. “Do you think Jake will win?” Brenda asked.

      Mac pulled her close. “I hope for your sake, Brenda, that he does. I admit he is very good, though I don’t know a lot about music. It’s obvious that his grandfather passed his abilities down to Jake, from what we heard. Are you ready to go?” Brenda straightened her sky-blue dress and donned a light jacket to keep warm against the evening chill, and then they were ready to depart.

      They decided to walk downtown, where they were to meet Phyllis and William at the south side of the park. The spot was close to the edge of the tiny lake in the park, and near the stage. Fiddlers tuned up as Brenda and Mac walked into the park and soon the competition began. The audience immediately got into the beat of the fiddles. Even those skeptical of that type of music were soon immersed in the lively tunes. Watching the fiddlers play became entertainment in itself. Each fiddler took a solo in turn and became one with his or her music.

      Brenda looked to the left of the stage to find Jake. He was sixth in line when she saw Drake Cabot look up at the young man from the audience and mouth some inaudible words. She presumed he wished the young musician luck. Then she saw Reverend Thomas Kelly go and stand next to Mattie and Drake. All stood on the front row waiting, it seemed, for Jake Smith to take his turn in the competition.

      Most of the crowd seemed primed and excited by the time the young man played his piece, and they quickly warmed to Jake the Shredder. They went wild when he stepped forward and really got into his performance. Jake chose to play “Billy and the Lowground.” He mesmerized the crowd with the upbeat performance.

      “Jake has to be the winner,” Phyllis said. “How can the judges overlook playing like that?”

      The crowd yelled for more until the master of ceremonies stepped forward to quiet everyone again.

      “We still have three more competitors. Due to their popularity, we’ll ask the players to give an encore before the judges make their final decisions.” The crowd quieted and once Brenda listened to the other players, she told Mac she was glad she wasn’t one of the judges. Everyone demonstrated a lot of talent on the stage, though all in very different ways.

      Everyone settled on the grass to hear the encores. For his encore, the young Jake chose one of his grandfather’s favorites, “Whiskey Before Breakfast.” The crowd went wild as he tore into the song and finished with his signature flourish in the air. The applause thundered around the stage and the young man’s cheeks seemed a little flushed with pride and knowledge of a job well done. After hearing all the competitors, it became evident to the audience that the competition would be a close one.

      While the judges conferred, the fiddlers mingled with the crowd, signing autographs and chatting with fans. Finally, the announcer stepped up to the microphone again to announce the winners. Jake didn’t win first place, but he did take second prize. The broad grin on his face showed his immense satisfaction with that accomplishment. Compared to all the other players on stage, he was by far the youngest and perhaps he had a lot left to learn, but his natural talents and his enthusiasm for the music helped him rise above.

      People moved forward to congratulate Jake and he signed many more autographs and took pictures with adoring fans and tourists. Brenda, Mac, Phyllis and William decided to ask for autographs later, back at the bed and breakfast. They strolled along the rows of vendor booths lit with strings of old-fashioned lights and the park resonated with a festive atmosphere. Sara and Alan had set up a small table to promote their products. They passed out samples of hand cream to visitors and Brenda noticed they were even getting orders. Energetic and outgoing, the couple’s personalities would certainly be an asset on their quest to be successful, she thought.

      Several vendors began to dismantle their booths an hour later. Brenda and the others sat at a picnic table eating ice cream cones and watching the crowds. Sara Haas joined them for a few minutes and gushed over the wonderful evening of good music and a successful showing of Shakina products. “We’re bushed, but happy,” she said. “Alan is loading everything into the trunk of the car. We’re going to bask in our success and stroll down near the waterfront. I love the ocean at night.” They quickly finished packing up and left ahead of other guests.

      Brenda and Phyllis complimented the young couple between them. “They are lovely guests,” Phyllis said. Neither she nor Brenda mentioned the other guests who seemed less happy that week. “I see a few other guests mingling,” Phyllis commented.

      Brenda looked around the crowd. She didn’t see the Cabots or Thomas Kelly, but it had been a long day and night and her eyes grew tired. The musicians retreated behind the curtain of the temporary outdoor stage. Brenda decided that night she loved fiddle music and would always defend its merit, regardless of the opinions of people like Mason Eads. The musicians poured so much liveliness and improvisation and skill into their work it was obvious to anyone watching or listening that this style of playing required talent. Brenda still had a warm glow inside thinking about how the music made her feel.
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        * * *

      

      Sara took Alan’s hand and they swung their arms to the lapping sounds of the ocean against the seawall. They had decided to leave the car downtown and return for it in the morning, and instead enjoy the walk back to the bed and breakfast after their long and successful day. When they walked toward Sheffield Bed and Breakfast, Sara stopped and gazed at the lighted windows shining out in the darkness, all the way up to the top floor. “It’s so stately,” she said. “We must come back soon.”

      “It looks like this won’t be our last visit, Sara. We’ll have to come back to check on our product displays. I feel very good about how it’s all gone. And don’t forget, we have another mission to complete while we’re here, too.”

      They continued to the beach near Sheffield House in silence and stayed there briefly. Sand beneath bare feet enhanced their moods and they turned back, contemplating what they needed to do next. Neither of them spoke about it out loud. The unspoken knowledge hovered in the air between them.
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        * * *

      

      Brenda and Mac parted company with the Pendletons and slowly walked toward the main street lined with Sweetfern Harbor’s unique shops. One of Brenda’s favorite things to do was to window shop, especially when few people were on the sidewalks. She commented on the displays in the bridal shop and the coffee shop and then pulled Mac a few stores down to stand in front of their favorite storefront, their daughter’s, Jenny’s Blossoms. “Jenny is so talented. I like the way she changes her display often enough to keep everyone coming back to see what she has done.”

      “She got that from her mother, God rest her soul,” Mac said. “She was very artistic and had good instincts for design like Jenny has. She certainly didn’t inherit that from me.” He chuckled, and Brenda joined in. She leaned closer to him as they continued their stroll.

      When they passed in front of Sweet Treats, they noticed a light on in the back. “I hope that Hope and David had a chance to go to the competition,” Brenda said. “They work so hard all the time.”

      Just at that moment, Hope came to the front of the shop with a large tray of freshly baked treats that were hard to see in the dim light. She looked up and saw them outside the window and motioned for them to come to the door. She unlocked the front door to let them in but didn’t turn on the lights. “If I turn them on, people will think we’re open for business. Come and try my fresh baked muffins. I always try to get one batch ahead to start the morning with. They’ll keep fresh for the first customers until the morning ones are baked.” David heard voices and came out and greeted them.

      “I thought you were a news anchor,” Mac joked. “How did you get roped into baking?”

      David laughed. “I get roped into a lot of things, I’m sure you know all about that, Mac. One would think I’d learn by now not to ask. I always feel sorry for my wife when she’s up working this late. Besides, if I help out, we can spend more time together.”

      “I’ll take one of those muffins, Hope, but we just ate down at the park. I’ll keep it for my breakfast.” Brenda picked one from the tray and Hope placed that and one other for Mac in a carry-out box.

      “How are things going this weekend at the bed and breakfast?” David asked.

      “So far, so good,” Brenda said. She hesitated and decided against talking about her incompatible guests. “I hope they are patronizing your business, Hope. I always tell them where the morning pastries come from.” Hope assured her a number of people had turned up asking for the rolls and bagels. They chatted a few minutes longer before Mac and Brenda bid them farewell to continue toward home. Brenda basked in the slow walk next to Mac, a rare moment of peaceful quiet for them.
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        * * *

      

      Sara and Alan brushed sand from their feet and put their flip-flops back on. They decided to wait until morning to tally up the sales from that night. They had other things of importance on their minds and hurried forward. When they got to the edge of the lawn, Sara stopped again and looked at the Queen Anne from a different vantage point. She commented that no matter which direction one looked, one saw beauty.

      They continued along the pathway in front of them. “Did you see that?” Sara asked, slowing her steps. She pointed toward the trees along the property. “We need to prepare ourselves, Alan.” She chuckled.

      “It looks like someone is out, like we are,” Alan said.

      “I couldn’t tell if it was one or two people since it…or they…moved so fast. It didn’t look like a leisurely stroll to me,” Sara said uneasily. They were close to the house and there were several lights on upstairs and in the hallways. The foyer light lit the porch brightly and pathway lights through the gardens showed blooming plants.

      Sara grabbed Alan’s arm and pulled him to a stop. “Ouch,” he said. “Don’t be paranoid, Sara.” She pointed ahead.

      “What is that on the ground near the front gate?” she asked. “It wasn’t there when we came back here earlier.”

      “Someone must have dropped something they bought from the festival.” He turned to go, thinking their charade was going well.

      Sara disagreed and grabbed his arm again and dragged him closer to the gate. “Whatever that is, it’s too big not to know you dropped it.” When they approached closer, they came to an abrupt stop. The dark heap resolved into the form of a man on the ground. Perhaps a drunken spectator lost his way and ended up on Sheffield Bed and Breakfast grounds by mistake. But then Alan pointed out the dark, sticky liquid trickling out from beneath the body.
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      Before they reached the side path that took them home, Brenda mentioned to Mac that she felt odd about her constant curiosity about her guests. “Maybe it’s the amateur detective in me…there’s just something odd about vacationers that makes me want to know more about their private lives. People leave their regular jobs and towns and lives behind and come here, and we don’t know what they’re like unless they tell us. For all we know, they could be lying. We’ve certainly had liars stay here before. And worse than liars.” They both grimaced, thinking of bad events that had happened in the past at the bed and breakfast.

      Mac pulled her closer. “I know you have this driving curiosity in you, Brenda, to discover things about guests’ lives. Honestly, as long as you’re not stalking them, there’s no harm if you’re just accessing public information, right? So why not just go for it?” His arm around her shoulders warmed and comforted her and they strolled along together quietly for a bit longer.

      As they turned the corner on the path, Brenda’s cell phone rang. The breathless voice on the other end caused her to stop. Mac waited until she told the caller they were almost home.

      “The Haas couple found someone at the edge of our driveway, lying on the ground. Something, some kind of liquid is coming out from under the person. They don’t know if he’s dead or not.”

      “Did they check for a pulse? Who is it?” Mac asked. Their steps already quickened into a near run as they spoke.

      “Alan called 911 before he called me. He couldn’t find a pulse. He was shaken up, but he said it looked like Mason Eads.”

      Without words, they hurried the rest of the way to Sheffield Bed and Breakfast while Mac phoned the dispatcher to let them know he would be on the scene and to send backup. “Get Detective Bryce Jones. Tell him to get here right away,” Mac said and hung up.

      They rounded the bend and came up the driveway to find Alan Haas, pale and shaken, standing a few yards away from the dark shape on the lawn. His wife had evidently already fled inside the bed and breakfast. Brenda spoke to Alan to get a few more details while Mac approached the motionless figure on the ground; upon closer inspection, there was no doubt it was their guest Mason Eads. Mac felt for a pulse and found none, so he started chest compressions in hopes of resuscitating him with the help of the paramedics, yet he knew in his gut there was no life in the man. Within minutes, two police cars were at the gate and the ambulance arrived. The paramedics took over and tried a defibrillator, but no pulse ever returned, and they pronounced Mason Eads dead. The coroner arrived next and confirmed it, signing the paperwork. He stated that at first glance it looked as if the man had died from multiple stab wounds. Mac noted the coroner appeared slightly inebriated from attending the downtown jamboree celebrations, but he was coherent.

      “I’ll have to take a much closer look once we have him down at the examination lab,” he said.

      Sara and Alan watched the calm proceedings from the porch. Brenda walked over to them again and asked if anyone else was around when they found Mason. At first, they both said no and then Sara recalled the shadow or shadows she saw running toward the backyard trees. She pointed the area out to Brenda. The scene of the crime was taped off by the time the rest of the guests arrived to peer at the bright flashing police lights and commotion on the driveway. The looks on their faces signaled to Brenda that it was time to calm everyone down.

      “We want all of you to go inside. There is tea and coffee and other things to drink in the all-night snack alcove, please wait in the sitting room. We will need to take some statements. Officers will be in soon to talk with you.”

      While police and technicians gathered and marked evidence, Brenda called Phyllis to give her the grim news. Phyllis insisted she and William would be right there to help calm the guests. “You are a good observer, Phyllis. Pay attention to everyone and their remarks and reactions. Mac and I will begin taking statements, along with Bryce.” She paused and, as an afterthought, said, “Keep everyone as calm as you can manage, please.”

      The coroner’s helpers had removed the body on a stretcher and were closing the van doors by the time Phyllis and William drove into the back driveway. They entered through the back door near the kitchen, so she could don her housekeeping apron first, and then went down the hallway. William poured himself a cup of coffee and followed his wife. Phyllis quickly looked at the faces of everyone gathered in the front lobby and sitting room. The Reverend Thomas Kelly and young Jake the fiddler talked aside from everyone else in low tones. Several guests’ faces were ashen, most of all the faces of Sara and Alan Haas.

      “We had no idea it was Mason until we got close,” Sara said. Her voice quivered. “We had been down on the beach and were ending a perfect night. I thought it was just something someone had accidentally left behind…”

      One of the guests stood up and hugged the young woman. “I’m sure it was quite a shock for you,” said the older woman. Millie and her husband Chet were retired and touring the eastern seaboard. The warmth of Millie’s touch helped Sara to relax.

      Brenda came inside and spoke with the group. “Did anyone see anything unusual when you came back to the bed and breakfast?”

      All shook their heads in the negative. Sara and Alan didn’t repeat what they had seen, at the earlier advice of Brenda. She asked them to keep that to themselves until the police were further into the investigation. Mattie and Drake sat in easy chairs in the corner, apart from the others, quiet and watchful. Jake Smith remained standing next to the Reverend Thomas Kelly and the others waited for their next instructions. Detective Mac Rivers came inside with his young detective, Bryce Jones. He announced that each guest would be interviewed to take their statements and determine their whereabouts that evening. Brenda saw Drake open his mouth to protest but then he stayed silent and refrained.

      Mac suggested to Brenda privately that they should begin with the couple who found Mason on the ground. Detective Bryce Jones selected the older couple Millie and Chet first. He felt they were the least likely to have been involved but also may be more observant than the younger guests.

      Sara and Alan sat in the secluded alcove off the main hallway, across from the antique cherry desk, as the lead detective sat down and Brenda sat next to him. Mac explained Brenda’s position with the police department as a special deputy for investigations.

      “Tell us the exact events, from the time you left the festival until you found the body,” Mac said.

      Sara shuddered at the term he used. Alan spoke first. “We left the park after we packed everything from our booth back into the car—we saw you two sitting together with Mr. and Mrs. Pendleton. We wanted to leave the car behind and just enjoy the success of the night. We walked along the waterfront and down along the beach together. We wanted a little leisure time to enjoy the success we’ve had since coming to Sweetfern Harbor.”

      “Did you know Mason Eads before you arrived here?” Brenda asked.

      They shook their heads no vigorously. “Not at all. We met him that first night like everyone else,” Alan said. “I knew right away he was someone who liked the outdoors, mainly because of his fit and tanned appearance. That was the first time we met him.” Sara agreed with her husband.

      “I’m sorry you were the ones to find his body,” Mac said after gathering a few more details about times and their path of approach up the lawns to the house. “I know it’s been a bit of a shock, but you are important witnesses. We will probably have more questions later. You are free to go to your room or back to the sitting room. Do not leave the premises until further notice, and please do not discuss the case too much with the other guests.”

      Jake Smith was next in the room. Again, Mac explained Brenda’s status. He asked Jake the same initial question about Mason Eads.

      “I recognized him as someone I met a long time ago while out in California. I didn’t know him well…certainly we weren’t friends…and I was surprised to see him here. It was a crazy coincidence, to say the least.” Jake’s demeanor was respectful.

      “He didn’t seem very impressed with your talents,” Mac prodded. “Did he know you played fiddle when you met in California? And when was that, exactly?”

      “I believe toward the end of high school. He enrolled in the same school as me when we were both seniors. That was long after I’d moved away from my grandfather’s hometown after his death. Anyway, Mason knew several of us played fiddle for fun, so I suppose that answer is yes.”

      “Had you run into one another since that time?” Brenda asked.

      “I don’t recall that we did. I know I seem young, but high school feels like a long time ago.” Jake was in his twenties, though he had done a lot of traveling and seemed sincere in his recollections.

      Brenda felt curious about Mason’s long ago move to Jake’s town and decided to research more into the backgrounds of both young men. Detective Rivers left the room with Jake to summon the Reverend. When the men returned, Thomas Kelly stumbled slightly at the threshold and quickly regained his balance. His left eye twitched a couple of times and Mac told him to sit down, worried for the older man’s wellbeing. The Reverend passed it off as merely fatigue after a long day of walking in town and at the festival and apologized.

      The detective asked him if he had remained downtown from the time he left the bed and breakfast until he came back with the others.

      “I was there the entire evening. Most of my time was with two friends of mine who were at the clergy meeting earlier.” When asked if he noticed any guests leave before the others, he said, “I didn’t notice. Other than the young couple. They had a booth set up, and I saw young Alan boxing things up and loading their car again when the other vendors started packing up. I suppose they came back here, but I can’t be sure of that.”

      Brenda asked him how long he had known Mason Eads. The twitching returned in his left eye and the man apologized again, passing a weary hand over his face. “I met him the day I checked in at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast. I thought he was perhaps an angry young man looking for a fight, so I did my best to step in that first night when he had such rude manners. I wish I could have done something more for him, God rest his soul.” Brenda nodded and realized perhaps the clergyman had taken more of an active interest in Mason than she previously believed.

      After Thomas Kelly left the room, Mac said, “I don’t think he had anything to do with it, Brenda. He’s a minister, after all. An Episcopal Priest.”

      “He’s also human.” She paused for a few seconds. Mac waited as she worked something out in her mind that had been bothering her all evening. “He said he was with his clergy friends all evening, but we both saw him standing in the audience with Mattie and Drake Cabot. The other people around them were townspeople we both know. Did you see anyone we didn’t know?”

      Mac leaned back in his chair, thinking. “I don’t recall. I only glanced over at him when you pointed him out with the Cabots. I really can’t say. Perhaps he meant he was with his friends before we saw him with the Cabots.” They agreed to follow up with Thomas a little bit later.

      The next called in were Mattie and Drake. “I hope this won’t take all night,” Drake said. “We’ve had a long day and would like to get to bed.”

      “What did you do that made you so tired?” Mac asked conversationally.

      “I mean the salt air and this climate has really slowed us down. That’s what we wanted. It is the only chance we’ll have to get caught up on sleep and then it’s back to work again.”

      “What kind of work do you do?” Brenda said.

      The couple glanced at one another and seemed to signal that the answer would be up to Mattie. “We own our own marketing business in American-made crafts and products from different states. We buy from various states and travel quite a lot.” Brenda pressed for the name of their business.

      “What does that have to do with the investigation?” Drake said. Mattie smiled and patted his arm.

      “The name of our business is Handmade Appreciated.” She smiled tiredly at Brenda. “We want to promote products that are truly made with love in America and appreciated.”

      Mac asked their whereabouts from the time they left the bed and breakfast and throughout the evening during the main part of the jamboree. Both stated they’d stayed downtown at the park and shopped the booths looking for more inventory as well as keepsakes for themselves. Mattie said they walked back behind several other guests who opted to leave when things were winding down at the festivities.

      “Did you know Mason Eads before you arrived here?” Brenda said after a pause.

      “We met him for the first time at that dinner,” Drake said. “He was a disgruntled sort, if you ask me.”

      “I think his interest lay only in surfing,” Mattie said. “He must have found it boring to interact with everyone else here for that reason.”

      Brenda decided to withhold a remark about how the Cabots seemed to also be bored by and detached from everyone else. Mac excused the couple and told them, as he did everyone else, not to leave the premises or discuss the details of the interviews until further notice. The other guests completed their interviews for statements and most went to their rooms and to bed. Sara and Alan were the last to climb the stairs and Brenda heard Sara murmur, “I’m sure I will be too shaken up to fall asleep until well past midnight.” The couple yawned and disappeared up the stairs.

      Though the hour was late, Brenda told Mac she was going to get onto her computer while matters were still fresh in her mind. He kissed her goodnight and told her not to stay up too late.

      Brenda searched for information about the young musician first. Jake Smith had told the truth about his grandfather, and Jake himself merited several mentions in music performances reviews about his rising star in the world of fiddling. He studied under his grandfather the Shredder, of course, but also with other renowned fiddlers. Brenda gained an appreciation for Jake’s world; she realized she had no idea how big such a career could be for someone with the inclination to entertain that way. The musician biographies she found online contained a lot of detail. She continued down one page about his childhood and how he had been drawn to the fiddle from a very young age. He traveled across the United States and into the Eastern Canadian provinces to compete with some of the best. He even had a few first place prizes to his name, despite his young age. However, nothing suspicious turned up at all, so she set Jake aside for the moment.

      She moved next to the Cabots. Brenda searched for their Handmade Appreciated business and was surprised to find nothing. There were several companies with variations of that name but none with an exact match. She was sure she heard Mattie correctly, but perhaps Mattie left out a word in the title, or perhaps they were just hard to find. Then she searched just for Drake Cabot’s name and discovered a number of public records: She found out he was born and raised in Santa Monica, California, and so was Mattie. They attended the same college. Brenda did a double-take when she read the last paragraph in a news article: It stated the Cabots filed a lawsuit against a business for infringement. The name of the former business partner was Mason Eads. Brenda felt floored. When she looked up the court record, the lawsuit claimed Eads had committed a trademark infringement on their company concept, resulting in a loss of income in the six figures. The Cabots apparently lost the lawsuit, but she could not find any more details about the business partnership they had once shared with Mason Eads. One thing was clear—the couple were lying and now loomed as prime suspects in Brenda’s mind.

      There was still more to discover, however. When she brought up Mason Eads, his public records, too, indicated he was born and raised in Santa Monica and graduated from the same college as Mattie and Drake, though a number of years after them. There was little else concerning his background and upbringing, but a brief mention on an alumni website stated he was in partnership with the Cabots for a short period of time and planning to “move on to new ventures,” whatever that meant. As for the infringement lawsuit, the only thing she could puzzle out was that his business name must have been too close to the one the Cabots used: He was exporting California-made products and at one point seemed to use the Cabot’s information to claim his business was larger than it really was. The issue was complex, but it seemed Mason had essentially lied and claimed they were all working together, when of course they weren’t.

      Brenda heard Mac’s bare feet patter across the hardwood floor. “Do you know what time it is, Brenda? Come on to bed and get some rest.”

      “You’re right, Mac. I’ll get some sleep and then return to what I’ve found so far.” She filled him in on her discoveries. “The Cabots have been lying to us. They did know Mason Eads quite well before they all came here. I don’t know why they would choose the same weekend, unless it’s a bad coincidence, since it looks as if their business relationship with him ended badly.”

      “You may be onto something, Brenda. We have to bring them back in for more questions, but it would be good to get more background information. Do you think you can find more?”

      “I think so. There’s a way to look up court records from Santa Monica online but it’s very confusing…” She let out a big sleepy yawn and Mac chuckled.

      “Start again tomorrow when you are rested, and you’ll see things in a much clearer light. I’ve learned that the hard way over the years.” He put his arm around her shoulder. “Keep me updated on what you find, and I’ll start looking at things in a new light, too, once I have Bryce’s input. He can be astute when needed. And, I’m curious about the final report from the coroner. Perhaps we’ll learn something if the coroner can narrow down what kind of murder weapon it was.”

      The next morning, a few guests came downstairs early. It seemed no one slept well. In hushed tones, they discussed the horrific scene they witnessed just inside the wrought iron gate the night before, trying to avoid specifics, as instructed by the detectives.

      “I do hope we don’t have to hang around here all day long. I’ve been looking forward to a day shopping,” said one of the older women.

      “I believe they instructed us not to check out of here,” her husband said.

      Brenda walked in and heard the comments. “Detective Rivers said it will be fine if you want to get out and enjoy the day. Don’t check out early, however.”

      “You have our contact info from when we checked in, right?” the older husband said. “Guess if anyone runs, you’ll know where to find the guilty party,” he joked. His wife elbowed him, scandalized by his joke.

      Brenda smiled and ignored the commentary. “Mac will be back to let you know what happens next, before this afternoon.” She poured a cup of coffee and went through the door to the kitchen, needing some privacy from her guests.

      “I hope you weren’t up all night long with this terrible affair, Brenda.” Morgan was hard at work, and her eyes were filled with concern.

      “I did some research, but Mac stopped me from staying up the entire night. I can’t believe such a thing happened right out there.” Brenda gestured in the direction of the front driveway.

      “It’s not good for the reputation of the place, Brenda, but things will get solved and back to normal soon.”

      “I hope so. We have solid bookings for the next month.” She poured another cup of coffee and sat at the long work table. Morgan allowed her to enjoy her beverage in peace as she pulled a large stockpot from the cabinet and busied herself with kitchen tasks. Finally, Brenda took the hint and got up to leave. “Maybe I’ll go and have this cup with Phyllis. She had a long night, too. She and William helped keep guests calm until all could be interviewed.”

      Brenda came into the foyer just as Phyllis arrived, looking tired but determined. Together they went to the old apartment to discuss the events turning Sheffield Bed and Breakfast upside down.
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      Sara Haas felt better the next morning. She and Alan came into the dining room fifteen minutes before breakfast closed. Chef Morgan and her kitchen staff allowed the guests to linger for as long as they wanted. She replenished the scrambled eggs and asked Sara if she preferred a southwestern omelet again. Sara smiled and told her that would be perfect. Alan dug into the scrambled eggs and the hash browns on the buffet. He picked up a dish of fresh kiwi and pineapple and sat next to his wife.

      There were only a few guests at the table. The elderly couple enjoying their coffee soon expressed a desire to walk along the shoreline and left. The young fiddle player Jake then stood up and stated he could be found down on the main street of town.

      “Despite the tragedy, some of us are going to play for Sunday strollers for a while.”

      After he left, Sara mentioned to her husband that it looked as if they were the only stragglers of the morning. Allie came into the room and greeted them. “Do you mind if I join you?” she asked. Allie hoped to hear more details about the dead body from the two who found him, though she didn’t wish to pry. Sara told her they were happy to have company.

      “I’m afraid we’re prolonging the chef’s work by coming down so late to eat.”

      “Morgan is happy to accommodate you, I’m sure. She understands how hard your night was.” Allie leaned forward with a conspiratorial tone to her voice. “Though I’m sure you don’t want to talk too much about that...anyway, enjoy your breakfast. I must have one of those cranberry bagels. It’s a new flavor Hope is trying out. I’m always happy to be her guinea pig. At least I tell her that since all of her baked goods are hard to resist.”

      Sara smiled. She switched the conversation to ask the young reservationist about the shops downtown. The more she talked, the more enthused her voice became. Allie was glad to see the guest was back to her old self but figured somehow the topic of Mason Eads would come back around. It didn’t take long for that to happen.

      “Can I just tell you…we were shocked when we found him crumpled like that on the ground,” Sara said. “I know it’s not a good subject while trying to eat, but there were things I put together last night when I couldn’t sleep that seem strange to me in some ways.”

      “Maybe you should take your questions to Brenda or Mac. They will be looking for anything to spur the investigation along.” Allie wanted Sara to spill the details right away, but she knew the rules of the investigation and the rules of politeness at the bed and breakfast.

      Sara nodded, thinking about it. “I’ll tell them my thoughts on the matter, but I have to say something or I’ll explode.”

      “Sara, don’t get yourself all worked up again,” Alan said. “Allie is right that we should talk with the detective again, and soon.”

      Morgan came out and set the fresh, hot omelet in front of Sara. She then poured herself a cup of coffee and sat next to Allie. “I overheard you talking about that poor man. I’m so sorry, dear. Are you the ones who found him?” the chef asked. Sara nodded her head yes.

      “I’m going upstairs to get freshened up,” Alan said. “I’ll leave you to your conversation.” He kissed his wife lightly on her cheek and reminded her they wanted to do more exploring around town. She nodded and then focused on her listeners.

      “I’ve been thinking about the personalities of the guests,” she said. “I’m very good at reading people. I don’t mean I’m psychic or anything like that, but I pay attention to how they act. If you consider Jake the musician, for example, you’ll recall how jovial he is. He never seems to be in a bad mood, and yet I’ve seen him huddled in corners or hallways talking in a low and serious voice to Reverend Kelly. I have to wonder what that’s all about.”

      She forked a bite of omelet and complimented Morgan. The chef thanked her for the kind words and ventured that perhaps young Jake was simply shaken by the news of the man’s death. Sara shrugged, not quite convinced.

      “Are there others you’ve noticed?” Allie asked. She ignored the warning look Morgan sent her.

      “The most intriguing is the couple from California. I’m talking about the Cabots. They barely speak to anyone. They stand apart from all of us. I haven’t heard one word about what they think of this beautiful ocean village or seen them around town or walking on the paths by the shoreline. What do they do all day long?”

      “How do you know they are from California?” Allie said. She was surprised, because the couple had not listed that state as their address.

      “I heard them talk about doing some kind of work on the Pacific coast before getting back home to Santa Monica. That’s the only state I’m aware of that has a Santa Monica in it, but I could be wrong. I wonder what kind of work they have going.” Sara did not volunteer details about how she had overheard this information if the couple indeed avoided keeping company with the other guests. Allie found this a bit odd.

      “I think the biggest mystery is Mason Eads,” Allie said, unable to hold back her curiosity about Sara Haas’ opinions now. Morgan gave up warning her and told them she had work to do. After she left, Sara continued. “He was an oddball. I don’t mean he was dangerous in any way. I just mean he definitely did not like any of us. You weren’t here the first night, but he put Jake down in a very rude manner.” She told the story of his disdain for fiddling when it came to appreciation of “real music,” in his words. “When Jake stood up for himself and his art, it looked like Mason was going to get really nasty, but the priest stepped in and settled them down. Jake apologized, and Mason never even attempted an apology. He was rather arrogant, and I can see that after only a short time most of us held him in low esteem.”

      “This is all very interesting, Sara. I’m not sure if personality traits will weigh heavily in Mac’s eyes, but Brenda may be interested and do something with what you’ve told me.”

      “That’s not all,” Sara said. “This has been bothering me…I overheard the Cabots arguing with Mason. They were on the walkway in the side garden. It was late afternoon, and I heard Drake’s voice. I could be wrong, but I thought I heard the word ‘revenge.’ Mason started to say something back to him, but they were interrupted again because the Reverend Thomas Kelly walked up. I didn’t want to get caught listening. I took a pathway that goes off the main garden area and sat on one of the benches.” She hung her head slightly. “I was so curious, Allie, that I couldn’t resist staying within earshot of them all. The Reverend’s voice was too low to hear his response, but I figured he stopped an argument like he had done that night at dinner.”

      “What happened after that?”

      “I didn’t hear anything else. Mason turned and came back. Later, I saw him with his surfboard as he walked down to the water. The Cabots kept talking between themselves and I didn’t hear words, but I did pick up anger in their tones.”

      “Take all of this to Brenda this morning, Sara. Tell her everything you’ve told me.”

      “I feel so much better, Allie. I’ll do that. Where is Brenda now?” Allie told her she would call her boss to the foyer.

      When Brenda appeared, she and Sara went into the quiet library at the back of the house. Brenda closed the door to the hallway and they sat in the tufted armchairs by the sunny windows looking out on the side rose gardens.

      “I’ve been telling Allie about what I noticed about some people here. She told me to tell you.” Sara retold her observations and then said, “I did think of something else. I remember watching Jake sign autographs. He mingled with the audience after everyone started leaving the stage area to shop around at the booths. He was near our table and I noticed after signing one he walked toward the stage again. He wiped his brow with a checkered handkerchief and then I saw him leave the park.”

      “Are you sure he left, or did he just go around the other side of the stage to sign more autographs?”

      “I watched him. He totally left the park, along that lighted pathway that leads to the service parking lot. I presume he drove off. We were busy at our booth and I didn’t see him actually drive off, but later Alan told me he did see him leave in his car—he was disappointed because he had hoped to get an autograph before we left the jamboree for the night. However, Jake ended up coming back. We saw him about a half hour later, walking back onto the park grounds as we were walking towards the waterfront after we packed up our car and said goodnight to everyone.” She produced a lopsided grin. “I’m sorry, Brenda, neither one of us thought about these things last night, everything was such a shock. We were quite shaken over it all. I barely slept last night going over everything in my head and all of these things started to seem much more important.”

      “Often details surface some time after a trauma, just like you experienced. If you recall anything else, please let me know.” Brenda thanked her guest, contemplating what she had just heard. She needed more information.

      Brenda walked to the end of the driveway where police had the crime scene taped off and continued to search for clues. Bryce headed the operation and she approached him, asking if they had any preliminary theories.

      “We think the attacker surprised Mason and he had no time to defend himself. The attacker likely approached from behind because of how the knife first pierced his neck. The multiple stab wounds tell us there was something personal about it all. That one stab would have killed the man in seconds, yet the killer stuck around and took some extra time.”

      “Have you found the weapon?”

      “We haven’t found it yet. I’m going to send some officers to the back of your bed and breakfast, Brenda. We’ve seized and searched the trash and dumpsters for this whole neighborhood, and we have an officer combing the beach in case it was thrown down onto the rocks or got washed up with the tide. I also contacted your trash disposal service to let them know the police department will need to search everything before they can pick up the dumpster.” Brenda agreed everything had to be looked at.

      “It sounds like a huge operation, Bryce,” Brenda said, looking around at her beautiful bed and breakfast grounds marred by the tragic, violent crime.

      Bryce nodded, undaunted. “Mac and I compiled statements from your guests last night. As you know, there were no blood stains on anyone’s clothing or skin that we could see. Without a clear motive or probable cause for a warrant, we can’t go searching in people’s suitcases yet. We didn’t even see scratch marks on anyone, except for Jake Smith’s hand. He told us the wound came from when his fiddle case closed on his hand accidentally. The latch scraped the back of his hand as he was pulling it out. I think he’s telling the truth since truthfully, it didn’t make sense as a defensive wound from the way we think the murder played out.”

      “Sara Haas and her husband Alan told us they saw someone, possibly one shadow but could have been two, running toward the trees late last night. Maybe something can be found in that area that would give us a hint.” Bryce made mental notes while Brenda talked. “Jake Smith should be questioned more thoroughly about his statement and the timeline of last night. I’ll call Mac about that. I have some new information from one of my guests. He was seen leaving the park and then returning later—we need to know where he was during that time and if he has an alibi to cover his whereabouts.”

      She left the rest of the evidence gathering to Bryce and his team. Mac answered her call immediately. He told her to come down to the police station and they would question Jake together again.

      Jake was located on the corner near Jenny’s Blossoms with a few of his friends. They were playing to a delighted audience when his cell phone rang. He told his fellow fiddlers he would see them later and then walked the two blocks to the police station. Mac escorted him into an open interrogation room but did not close the door—he did not yet want the young man to think he was under suspicion. He and Brenda sat across from him.

      “Jake, we just need to clarify a few details before we finish filing your statement from last night. You were seen leaving the park after you performed last night and then returning. You told us you were at the park the entire evening until returning to the bed and breakfast with some of the other guests. Can you go over the timeline of your evening again?” Mac looked expectantly at the young man, not conveying anything more than friendly questions so far.

      Brenda leaned back and folded her arms. “Step by step, if you please,” she said.

      Jake shifted in his chair. “I forgot, I did leave. I wanted to get away from the crowds. I mean, I enjoy my fans and don’t mind giving autographs out, but I hadn’t had time to bask in my second-place win. I didn’t get to celebrate or talk to my fellow players at all. I guess I wanted time alone.” He went back over the timeline of his evening and thought hard about when he had walked away from the park. “The streets downtown were virtually empty, and I took advantage of the sparse crowds to do a little window-shopping, just strolling and thinking. It gave me time to reflect on my night and my grandfather and how much I appreciated what he had done for me.” He flashed a half-smile, sad and charming.

      “Tell us exactly which shops you walked in front of and how far down the street you went,” Mac said. “We might be able to get some footage from the bank camera downtown.”

      The fiddler shifted in his seat and thought hard and told them he walked only a block or two, not as far as the bank, and then turned around. “I think I was along about where Morning Sun Coffee is. There was a place with dresses in the windows—a bridal shop maybe? And that bakery, Sweet Treats. Everything was closed, of course, for the festival. The walk calmed me down.”

      After Jake left, Mac expressed the opinion that Jake gave them no good information to work with. He mentioned if no other clues turned up for them to follow, they should start entertaining the theory that it could have been an outsider who committed the murder. “With so many tourists around town, it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack, but I guess we can start with some background checks at the local motels and hotels, see if something turns up.”

      “I don’t believe it was a stranger, Mac.” Brenda told him about Sara’s observations and how they fit with her own research about the past business dealings with Mason Eads and the Cabots. “I’m sure the Cabots should be considered as suspects. Jake admitted he knew Mason a while back, and they spoke unfriendly words in front of all of us at dinner the other night.”

      “Are you saying more than one person held a grudge against the man?”

      “That is what I’m saying. I think one person killed him, but I also believe more than one might have knowledge of what happened.”
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        * * *

      

      Jonathan Wright missed his star surfing pupil the morning after his body was found crumpled in a pool of blood near the gates of Sheffield Bed and Breakfast. When he discovered what had happened, Jon was in shock. He and Molly discussed the news when he went into her coffee shop for an early breakfast. Phyllis had told her daughter about the police activity at the bed and breakfast the previous evening. Molly comforted Jon, who had liked the man, but let him know that Mason Eads did not have a friendly reputation.

      “How do you know that, Molly?”

      “The few times he came in here, everyone who is a guest at the bed and breakfast looked at him with tension and resentment. I could tell they were angry about something to do with that man. I don’t mean he deserved death, but he clearly wasn’t liked.”

      Jon snapped his fingers. “Now I know what threw me off with him that first day.” He told Molly about the unnerving feeling he had about an interaction with the surfer the day he met him. “I have to get down to the police station and tell Mac about this.” Molly encouraged him to do it right away. “I have to go back down to the rental shop and set things up for the day and then I’ll tell him.”

      When Jonathan got to the police station, he was told to go straight into Mac’s office. He saw Brenda there and they were discussing someone they had recently questioned. Mac told him to sit down. He sensed the man had something important to say.

      “There was something about Mason Eads that I thought you should know about—a very strange thing happened the day we met. At the time, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. He wanted me to tell him everything I knew about surfing in the Atlantic. We talked about that for quite a while and I gave him pointers.” He sat forward. “He was very talkative and friendly. A nice guy, laid back.”

      “That was not the man he was while among our guests,” Brenda said in surprise.

      Jon nodded ruefully. “That’s what Molly told me this morning. Whenever he came down to surf with me, he seemed very outgoing. Maybe it was because he loved surfing so much and was in his element. Anyway, that first day we were having a pretty good time when suddenly his whole demeanor changed. He told me there were some people out to get him. I asked him if he was joking, but he wasn’t laughing. I said if he was truly in danger, he should call the police. He said the danger was real but there was nothing cops could do.”

      “Did he mention any specifics of this danger?” Mac asked.

      “He clammed up after that. All he’d say is that he was sorry he had come to Sweetfern Harbor this particular weekend. I don’t think he had been aware of the Fiddlers Jamboree in town. He told me he might leave earlier than planned. It took all of ten minutes of brooding before he went back to his easygoing self, enjoying the surfing. It was an odd thing. When his whole mood and face changed like that, I felt something shoot through me. Like he was capable of hiding who he really was. Someone capable of doing harm.” Jonathan looked up, worried and rubbing his palms on his jeans.

      “You did the right thing to come tell us. Especially because your news sheds a possible light on things,” Brenda said. “I wonder who he thought would hurt him. It sounds as if he was ready to fight back.” She shook her head. “Bryce told me Mason was surprised from behind, so I guess he was right about being in danger—but he never even got a chance to fight back.”

      After Jon left, Mac agreed with Brenda that more clues and witnesses to the murder must be lurking at the bed and breakfast and among their guests, but how to tease it all out? There seemed to be a lot of secrets to be kept.

      Brenda returned to the bed and breakfast in time for lunch. It had been a full morning and she hoped all guests would show up for the noonday meal. They all did, except Thomas Kelly and Jake Smith. Alan Haas mentioned seeing Jake with his friends downtown going to the Italian restaurant for a bite to eat. No one had seen Thomas, and all expressed hope that the clergyman enjoyed his lunch in the beautiful town.
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      Chef Morgan cleaned the kitchen after lunch with her helpers. She told one of them to take the trash to the small dumpster behind the parking lot. He came back and told her the police were out there.

      “I forgot…I think they’re going through all the trash.” Morgan directed him to put the bags in the smaller wheeled trash bins until later. A few minutes later, he came back in. “I barely fit the new trash in that bin,” he said. “There are already bags stuffed in the bottom.”

      Morgan was puzzled. “Surely not from the housekeeping staff. They haven’t put out their trash yet.” She had tossed out the last bag of kitchen garbage the evening before when she left for home. The bins had been practically empty. Morgan went to one of the officers to report it.

      “It may be nothing, but I know there was nothing there when I left last night.” The officer walked to the bin and peered under the hinged lid. He called for Bryce.

      By that time, Mac had arrived on the scene. He and Bryce donned gloves and pulled everything out of the bin and spread a large tarp out to catch anything that might come out of the bags. When they opened the first of the two bags that had been stuffed in the bottom, they found a bloodstained jumpsuit.

      “That could explain why we didn’t find blood on any of the guests’ clothing last night,” Mac said.

      Morgan told Brenda what was going on outside and she quickly joined her husband.

      “What’s in the other bag?” she asked. Bryce opened it and pulled a second bloodstained jumpsuit from it. Both were large, though it was difficult to see details. “Do you see anything sharp, like a knife?”

      They looked briefly, but everything had to be photographed before they could turn the bags inside out. Mac checked the pockets of the jumpsuits carefully while a crime scene photographer raced over from the police station and began snapping pictures of every detail of the bags. By the time they had combed through the contents, they were disappointed. “There’s no knife of any kind here,” Mac said to Brenda. Yellow crime scene tape fluttered in the breeze around the small tarp. The detective told his officers to keep looking. They resumed searching the dumpster.

      “If the jumpsuits were purchased near here, we should be able to trace who bought them.” Brenda rubbed her chin. “On the other hand, if the killers brought jumpsuits with them, they could have come from anywhere.”

      “No matter how far we have to go, we’ll find who they belong to,” Mac said. “It sends my suspicion of a single killer out the window. There are two people for sure who were involved.”

      “I can’t think of any guest who would wear such a large size coverall. Did you see how bulky the jumpsuits were? Jake certainly isn’t that big,” Brenda said. “Alan Haas isn’t either. I’d say the minister wears a medium.”

      “Size doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Maybe the large size is the only one they could find, or perhaps they needed extra fabric to move freely. Or maybe just to throw us off,” Mac said with a grimace.
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        * * *

      

      Mattie and Drake Cabot sat on the window seat at the end of the second-floor hallway that overlooked the backyard and the rear service driveway and parking lot. They watched the proceedings with interest. Neither spoke when Detective Mac Rivers and an officer opened the bags on the bright blue tarp, spilling the lurid contents out as a camera flash documented everything.

      Drake looked at his wife. “It looks like they are making some headway. I hope so. The sooner we can get back on the road the sooner we will make money. They can’t hold us here forever.”

      “I agree,” Mattie said. “If we don’t make our move in Nebraska, we’ll lose our chance.”

      The couple had been planning a trip through the Midwest for months. Everything was worked out in meticulous detail. Their livelihood depended on keeping to a schedule. Both turned their heads when they heard footsteps on the planked floorboards in the hallway.

      “Is there anything new out there?” The Reverend Thomas Kelly peered between their shoulders at the scene.

      “They found two bags of something in a trash can. They’re still searching the big dumpster,” Mattie said. She and Drake exchanged glances.

      Thomas looked over his shoulder. He thought they were alone, but there might be someone in a room nearby. He chose to whisper.

      “I hope they get on with it. My congregation holds a huge countryside carnival every year and I have to get back soon to help set it up. God rest that poor man’s soul, but life does move on. This carnival raises a lot of money every year, which always surprises me since our membership is so small.” He stood up straight again. “Of course, I’d hate to imply I am disrespecting the dead. I simply mean that we all have…a lot on our minds. We can’t stay on vacation forever.”

      “It seems we all have things to get back to,” Drake said as they watched the detectives conferring in the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      On the main street of downtown Sweetfern Harbor, Jake played fiddle for a while with his friends before all parted company. Some had travel taking them to other competitions and said farewell. Jake reluctantly returned to Sheffield Bed and Breakfast to wait out the detective’s orders to stick around. Two officers stood at the gate, guarding the original scene where the body had been found. Jake winced as he approached. He felt relieved that perhaps the investigation was winding down, until he noticed many police officers swarming the side and backyard. Curious, he started to walk in that direction when one of the gate officers stopped him.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” he said, “but that’s police business. You can’t go back there until Detective Rivers gives us the all-clear for the grounds.”

      Jake looked at the man with freckles spread across his face and a shock of red hair that gleamed copper in the sunlight. His eyes were the only features that made Jake think he meant business, a steely, unmovable blue watching Jake’s every move. He switched direction and asked if going to the beach was acceptable. He remained respectful and the young officer nodded agreement.

      Once he reached the sandy area, Jake considered taking a sailboat out. It would be so easy to sail away and get lost in the Atlantic. Jonathan Wright was at the edge of the water with two children who appeared to be under the age of twelve. He demonstrated how to handle an oar. Jake walked closer.

      “When you learn all the safety measures for boating, you can show your dad how good at it you are.”

      The matching upturned faces told Jake the two boys were identical twins. They nodded vigorously, and grins spread from the corners of their mouths almost to their ears. Memories flooded over Jake as he recalled the many times he and his grandfather had taken an old rowboat out and fished from early morning until noon. They always came home successful in their adventures, a cooler full of fish for dinner. They had lived in Arkansas in those years. Jake batted away a tear, thinking about his younger, more innocent days. What would his life have been like if he’d never decided to follow his dream of touring and playing music around the country? Should he have stayed home and found a steady job and tried to find satisfaction entertaining family and friends? Knowing what he now knew about life, the answer seemed clear. He waved to Jonathan Wright and the young twins and walked past, lost in his thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Brenda rubbed her brow and took a deep breath, watching the crime scene technician load the bloody clothing and the garbage bags into large evidence bags and pack it all away into a van. “I’m going back inside for a while, Mac. I have some ideas and need to get back to the computer. How much longer do you want the guests to stick around?”

      Mac glanced at his watch. “Tell them we’ll ask a few more questions after lunch and then most should be free to leave by three this afternoon. I’ve put Bryce in charge of pinning down where the jumpsuits came from. We’re getting DNA evidence rushed through as well.”

      Brenda started for the back door when she felt eyes on her. She looked up at the second-floor window and saw the Cabots watching the events unfold. A third person stepped back before she could recognize the face. Chagrined that her guests had witnessed so much police activity, she hoped that it would at least spur more evidence to come forward. Once inside, she relayed the message to the few guests she encountered.

      “It shouldn’t take long,” she said. “Lunch is being prepared now and will be served at noon. Please enjoy it and thank you again for staying with us.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry this tragedy has marred your stay in our beautiful little town.”

      Sara and Alan voiced their opinion that the proceedings were at least interesting to watch. The others chuckled. At least everyone seemed to be agreeable about things out of their control. She was glad to see the Haas’ calm manner after discovering Mason’s body.

      Sara left the small group and caught up with Brenda as she walked down the hall.

      “You were right, Brenda, when you said that time sometimes brings memories back. I recalled a short conversation I had with Mason before we left for the jamboree. I asked if he had changed his mind and wanted to come to the park with us. He shook his head no and said he couldn’t trust anyone right now. I thought it was so odd. But those were his words. He said he felt his life was in danger.” Sara’s eyes grew large at the memory. “I asked who on earth might harm him. He said there were guests here that had one purpose in mind, and that was revenge.” Sara took a breath. “He said people aren’t who they say they are, and he was making plans to check out of here earlier than planned. A little paranoid, if you ask me.”

      Brenda thanked her for the information. “Please keep everything to yourself for now, Sara. If you pick up on anything else, please let me or Mac know.” Brenda was thankful for the refuge of her cottage, with so much information to digest and organize.

      It was time for Brenda to dig deeper into the lives of her guests. So far, she knew that Jake Smith knew Mason Eads before arriving for the weekend. The Cabots sued and lost a case against Mason. She brewed a cup of lemon verbena tea and settled in front of her laptop. She found her mind racing and decided to at least clear up some loose ends about guests she felt could safely be ruled out. When she dug deeper into a few names, her fingers froze on the keyboard. Jake wasn’t the only fiddler among her guests. The priest, Thomas Kelly, also played. The photo of him next to Jake was unmistakable, even though Jake was in his teens and Thomas perhaps in his mid to late twenties. Both tutored under the Shredder, Jake’s grandfather. The picture showed Jake and Thomas on a makeshift stage, the duo playing to a boisterous crowd. The caption read Folk Festival captivates crowds in Mountain Home, Arkansas.

      Thomas Kelly left few traces in the state of Arkansas where young Jake lived, because the next traces of his path that Brenda found were further west, in Idaho. The information indicated he founded a ministry that led youth camps, but she could find no information about the ministry at all. He drew young people with his alluring sermons and soon became known as a traveling preacher and lecturer in the youth group circuit. By the time he reached California, he professed to be an Episcopalian lay minister, and then an ordained priest, as his gigs turned from small-time community halls to large city churches with substantial budgets. Brenda leaned back to think about that.

      “He’s smart,” she realized aloud. The more she dug, she realized that the man was not an ordained priest in the clergy at all—he was a sham. “He obviously fooled a lot of people along the way to reach that status,” Brenda mused, wondering about the extent of his past. She made notes of things to talk over with Mac before any more interrogations went forward.

      Other than the connection in their youth, she failed to find later ones. Apparently, Thomas didn’t pursue his fiddling talents, or he would have competed alongside Jake. Brenda went back to researching the Cabots. It was time to go deeper with the reticent couple who appeared mesmerized with the police activity in the back yard.
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        * * *

      

      Mattie and Drake lived in Santa Monica, mainly quiet after their humiliating loss in court against Mason Eads. She searched further and found them, shockingly, back in business together several years later. The Cabots and Mason must have come to terms with one another since they had partnered in a business venture that marketed California-made products. The business seemed to be thriving, with a slick website and a few links to prominent investors. She looked twice when she saw the name J. Smith listed on the board of the corporation. Could that be Jake? Brenda felt uneasy and hoped that was merely a coincidence. Smith was a common name, after all. Brenda never found the Cabots’ business called Handmade Appreciated, but here in front of her eyes she found the name of the business the Cabots owned. It was called California Only Products. Then she found the jackpot. Buried in a boring business article she found all partners listed. Not only did the list include Mason as the CEO and a Jacob Smith (surely not a coincidence, she realized with a sinking feeling), but beneath those names appeared the name Thomas Kelly.

      “Now we’re getting someplace,” Brenda said.

      “What have you found?” Mac closed the front door of the cottage behind him and kissed his wife lightly on the cheek. “Tell me you have something for me.”

      “I have more than you can imagine. Take a look.”

      After Mac read through the article, he gave a low whistle. Brenda handed him her list of individuals to question more closely. “I put them in order. Let’s take them all down to the police station and do this right, so there won’t be any doubts. Do you want me to alert Chief Ingram?”

      “Yes, do that, and then meet me over at the front desk of the bed and breakfast. We’ll round up all four people and take them downtown.”

      Brenda suggested they do the same with Sara and Alan Haas. “I don’t think they can be ruled out yet.” Mac hesitated and then agreed. “I’ll tell the others they can check out when they want to, but to leave contact information.”

      Brenda and Mac agreed they had the culprits but weren’t sure how all fit in with the actual murder. Perhaps they weren’t all involved, Mac told her.

      “We know there were two murderers because we found two jumpsuits, right?” Brenda said. “It’s a matter of finding out which two. And why would this group all lie about knowing each other before they came here? That part is too suspicious to pass over.” Mac agreed.

      Brenda suggested they carry through with lunch at the bed and breakfast as planned. Mac reluctantly agreed when she pointed out that they may learn more during a casual gathering over food. When everyone settled around the table, only Jake Smith was missing. Sara suggested he may still be playing with his friends downtown. At that moment, he strolled into the dining room.

      “I apologize for my tardiness,” he said. “I lost myself enjoying the ocean.” He smiled only a little and appeared subdued in comparison to his usual bubbling personality.

      Conversations ebbed and flowed like the waves along the shoreline. When the two servers placed desserts on the sideboard, Mac spoke.

      “Everyone is allowed to check out after dessert, or whenever you wish…except for the few people we wish to speak with again.” He read off the names and met the eyes of those individuals, most of whom looked calm but perhaps disappointed. “We want to go over details of your first interview with us and then hopefully you can be on your way as well.”

      This seemed to satisfy everyone. They chatted of their favorite events enjoyed at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast and in Sweetfern Harbor.

      “You play magnificently, Jake,” one guest said. “I’d love to hear you again. Where will you be next?”

      “I am scheduled for a week from now in upstate New York. I don’t have all the details yet, but it won’t be a competition.” He explained some details about the venue, a quaint town with an inn dating back to before the Revolutionary War. The guest voiced her regrets since she and her husband would be on the opposite coast by then.

      From his lack of enthusiasm, Brenda sensed Jake could be thinking there would be no performances in his life for a while. She reminded herself that she had no idea at this point which two guests were killers. So far, lunch together had not revealed any clues.

      Allie was instructed to check the guests out. Brenda gave her a list of the exceptions, just in case anyone tried to slip past the young woman. A plainclothes officer stayed behind at the bed and breakfast. Brenda followed the police cars to the police station, with the four guests riding in the cars.

      The station had four interrogation rooms. Jake was placed in the first one, Thomas in one next to him. The Cabots were separated into the last two rooms. Sara and Alan were told to wait in the conference room down the hall for their turn.

      Mac and Brenda sat across from the young fiddle player. Chief Bob Ingram watched Jake through the one-way glass.

      “We know you were seen leaving the grounds soon after your performance, Jake,” Brenda said. “We also know you came back. You told us you window-shopped along the main street to clear your head. What were you clearing from your head?”

      “I explained that. I wanted to get away from fans for a little while. Is it against the law to take a walk around town?” His jaw set defiantly at an angle.

      Mac stared at him until he dropped his eyes. “It’s not against the law to walk around. It is against the law to lie about it. It could be against the law if you withhold information relevant to the investigation of a murder of an innocent man.”

      Jake started to retort but held back. He was saved for the moment when Bryce knocked on the door. He asked Brenda and Mac to come into the hallway. Two officers entered the interrogation room and remained with Jake Smith while Bryce gave them some important news.
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      “We know where the jumpsuits were purchased.” Chief Ingram congratulated Detective Jones on his investigative work and prompted him to continue. “They were bought down at the paint store a block over from the thoroughfare. They are affiliated with Johnson Lumber Company and mainly sell these white Tyvek suits to painters. The ones in question were purchased with cash. Their security system is pretty primitive, but I have someone going through the camera footage.”

      “If they paid with cash it could be anyone,” the chief said.

      Bryce smiled. “They only sold two white jumpsuits in the past three weeks. Took a while to track down in their inventory book, but the cameras won’t lie, now that we have the date it happened.” All joined Bryce with smiles of their own.

      Brenda and Mac consulted in low tones before returning to Jake Smith. “Let’s see if we can get him to confess,” Mac said.

      “We don’t know if he is the one,” Brenda said.

      “No, we don’t have any idea of that, but it could force him to tell us something even if he didn’t do it. He knew Mason better than he admitted. That makes him someone who may know something.” Brenda reminded him that there were many connections left to be explained, sinister or not.

      They sat down again in the room across from the young man. Mac asked Jake if he wanted a cold drink or coffee. He declined and then changed his mind. “I’ll take a bottle of water.” Mac signaled the officer near the door who left to comply.

      “It seems you knew Mason Eads better than you let on,” Brenda said. “Why don’t you tell us the whole story of your relationship?”

      The officer set the bottle of water on the table. Jake shuffled his feet under the table and then took a drink. “Okay, as you probably know, I was in business with him. I hadn’t heard from him or about him since our high school days and then one day he called me. He had seen my success on the fiddling circuit and out of the clear blue he contacted me. By then, I had settled out in Santa Monica. It was my home base in between bluegrass gigs. He was starting the business and wanted to know if I wanted to join him. He said my contacts would help with its success.” He took another drink of the water and a muscle in his jaw clenched tightly. “Mason Eads was not only arrogant, but he was a cheat. He cheated me and the other investors out of a lot of money. He made deals behind our backs when he traveled overseas.”

      “What others?” Mac asked.

      “There were several investment partners within the first six months.” He evaded the question, claiming not to know all their names, and Mac told him to stay where he was.

      The two left Jake where he was seated and joined their Chief of Police. “It seems like some progress,” Bob said. “I’d leave him alone and go to the next one. I’ll watch his movements and reactions while he’s alone.”

      Brenda and Mac entered the second room and Thomas Kelly looked up. His eyes darted around the room nervously before they landed on Brenda. She sat down with a pleasant smile as if ready to take notes from a friendly chat.

      “Reverend Kelly, can you tell me where you got your theological degree?” she asked.

      “I studied online.”

      “Which online university did you get it from?”

      Thomas folded his hands one over another and then unclasped them. He entwined his fingers together and came to a decision. “I’ll come clean, Ms. Rivers. I don’t have that degree. I’m self-taught and I minister to a very small congregation out in California. It is a country church, and they needed a lay leader.”

      “You pretended to be an ordained Episcopalian priest and they believed you?” Mac said.

      “They were desperate for leadership. I had experience with youth groups and camps. I only mentioned being an Episcopalian priest once. They accepted me quite well.” He avoided their eyes, looking down.

      “Do you mean even after you stole from the collections?” Brenda held her eyes on him.

      Thomas’ hands shook, and he looked up instantly. “That only happened once, and they never knew it. I paid it all back when the roof needed repairs. It was just petty cash, you understand, they never had an organized bookkeeper there. When the roof had to be taken care of, I made sure it was all repaid.”

      “According to my research, you did that on a regular basis. Perhaps you felt they weren’t paying you enough for your services and you stole from them.” Brenda pushed a paper toward him. “This police report from Santa Monica shows you were an embezzler and served time for your crime. That’s how you made your living…along with California Products Only.” Mac glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Brenda knew when to turn up the heat.

      Thomas seemed agitated. “I was asked to join that company when I got out of prison. I served my time and joined it as a good business opportunity.”

      “How long had you known Mason Eads?”

      “I met him through my cellmate. He was in for laundering money overseas and knew Mason well. He thought I’d fit in with the company and Mason met me the day I was released.”

      “What did you do in the business?” Mac said.

      “I spent time writing articles for the internet to promote the products. I’m a successful speaker in front of crowds, whether virtual or in person.”

      “Did you kill Mason Eads?” Brenda said.

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” the man protested loudly. “But that man’s death won’t be a loss to many. He stole from his partners and no one liked the man. We all hoped he would go under financially one day. He was a con. He twisted things his way and remained at the top of his game through deceit.”

      Thomas’ brow moistened, and he wiped it with the back of his arm. “I’m not sorry he’s dead. And I’m not the only one who feels that way.” Brenda still had questions about why he no longer played the fiddle like Jake, but decided it was irrelevant for the moment. Thomas was shaken, but was he a killer?

      “Perhaps you’re more like him than you think,” she said.

      “I served my time,” Thomas repeated quietly, his voice stubborn and hard. Brenda did not trust it one bit.

      Mac told the man to stay where he was. He joined the chief in the hall and then they came to a conclusion. “I believe both those men are guilty, but we still have four more to interrogate.” The chief told them Jake sat calmly during their time with Thomas Kelly. Mac said he thought they should put the two men into cells and come back to them in a little while. Instructions to officers were given and each man sat behind bars to wait it out. The chief told them to also begin getting DNA samples from suspects.

      Mattie Cabot was chosen to be questioned before her husband. Brenda knew several things she suspected the Cabots of doing, but they had never been arrested for anything on record. Mattie sat erect, and her face was as if set in stone.

      “What led to your lawsuit against Mason Eads?” Mac said.

      “Oh…that was a long time ago. Well, that was when we were first in business with him. We had our own company at the time and he wanted to merge. We agreed after much discussion but told him we didn’t want our business name used in case we wanted to return to it someday. He toyed with the name and started trying to capitalize on our success when he realized how successful we were. Without our consent, he used our business profile to try to make money overseas. We sued and lost on a minor technicality.” She crossed her arms primly and indicated she had no more to say about the matter.

      “We have a witness the night of Mason’s murder who saw two figures run toward the back of the Sheffield Bed and Breakfast property,” Brenda said. “Were you and Drake the ones they saw?”

      Mattie looked down, shook her head no and then spoke. “I’m not surprised someone killed him. He was disagreeable, to say the least. Your witness didn’t see either me or my husband that night.”

      “I was unable to find information on your company, Handmade Appreciated. Do you have a website?”

      “We don’t have one. We had to start over, and the company isn’t well known yet.”

      “Do you have supplemental income to tide you over?” Brenda said. “I saw you suffered great financial losses after the lawsuit failure.”

      The woman’s cheeks colored darkly. “We work odd jobs and are doing fine.”

      “I’m curious about why you arrived in Sweetfern Harbor, and specifically at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast, at the same time Mason Eads came.” Mac leaned forward as if consulting a good friend.

      “That was a coincidence. Believe me, if we’d known he was going to be here we would have canceled.”

      They left the room and Brenda stated, “She’s one cool cookie. I think her husband will be easier to crack.” Mac agreed and opened the door to interrogation room four.

      Drake Cabot sat rigid and barely glanced at them. Mac began by asking the same questions he asked of Mattie. Drake stayed true to her account until asked how they supplemented their income.

      “We are doing well in the new business and don’t have worries in that regard.”

      “Your wife told us you take on odd jobs to supplement your income,” Mac said. “What kind of work do you do?”

      “Ah, well…I didn’t look at your question as all that important. We do help neighbors here and there when they need something, I suppose. I’m talking about odd jobs and they pay us. They know we’re trying to get back on our feet. I didn’t think that was relevant.”

      “All questions are relevant, Mr. Cabot. There’s a dilemma here. You stated you are doing well and yet your neighbors are willing to help you get back on your feet,” Mac said. “That sounds like a contradiction.”

      “Not at all,” Drake said. “They know what we went through and our losses. They are simply friendly in helping us to begin over again.”

      “Did you kill Mason Eads? You had good reason.” Brenda pretended a sympathetic nature.

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” Drake said with a cool sneer. “I do admit I thought of it often enough and I’m glad he’s gone for good. I’m not the only one who feels that way. There were plenty of people who will be glad to hear the news once everyone learns it.”

      “I thank you for being open about your feelings,” Brenda said, a little surprised by his coldness.

      Mac stood up. Brenda followed suit. “We are arresting you and your wife for the murder of Mason Eads,” the detective said.

      Before Drake had time to protest, handcuffs were snapped onto his wrists and he was led away. The same procedure happened moments later with Mattie Cabot.

      “You can’t keep them locked up for long unless you have hard evidence,” Chief Ingram said. “What will the judge say? You better have something good.”

      “We’re getting close to all of that,” Brenda said. “The DNA results need to be rushed through, plus when Bryce gets the camera footage searched from the paint store, we’ll know if we are correct or not.”

      The chief agreed with them. “There’s no problem right now. So far, none of the four behind bars has even asked for a lawyer. That’s a little strange in my eyes.” The other two nodded.

      Brenda asked Sara Haas to accompany her into one of the empty interrogation rooms. Mac invited Alan into the small room immediately next door. They asked the same questions of each one. Brenda encouraged Sara to tell her every detail of the time they left the Jamboree grounds, their walk along the beach and return to the bed and breakfast.

      “Tell me again what you observed once you realized the object you noted was a dead body.”

      “I was so shaken up that at first I didn’t even think to look around me. A few seconds later I told Alan to look around the backyard. I know I saw one or two figures hurrying toward the back. He missed them, but he did believe me.”

      “Were they running or walking fast?”

      Sara scrunched her eyes and then her face brightened. “There were two. Now I’m sure of that. One stumbled and fell against the other one. That’s why I thought I had seen only one. I recall the one that almost fell regained their balance and they went around the back of the bed and breakfast and I lost sight of them. It all happened in a split second. Alan was busy calling 911 and then you…”

      “Could they have been carrying something, or did they look as if they were empty-handed?”

      “I did think they had something with them, especially after one of them stumbled. I can’t be sure of that part, though. I don’t want to say things I’m not certain of.”

      Brenda told her they wanted a sample of her DNA. Sara, as did Alan, agreed. They were released and allowed to check out of Sheffield Bed and Breakfast whenever they were ready. Mac cautioned them to leave contact information with the receptionist before they left. Brenda was ready to get home but there was more to do at the station.

      “I wonder when the folks in the jail cells will ask for lawyers,” she said.

      “I think that will happen when we press them further. There will come a time when they won’t want to say anything else.” Mac suggested she return to her search. “There’s got to be something more we can press them on. Dig deeper into all four of them.”

      Brenda went into his office and pulled up a chair in front of the computer. The Cabots intrigued her most of all, and she started with them. She searched for more information about California-only Products and discovered they had begun the business after college. In fact, neither had graduated with a degree and both had dropped out in order to start their own company. This told Brenda they had a lot at stake in the business. There wasn’t much more said about the business and she moved on to the lawsuit against Mason Eads. Mac’s office phone rang and then stopped. She heard voices just outside the door.

      “I’ve got it,” Bryce said. She looked out and the young detective held up a plastic evidence bag. He dangled it briefly in front of Mac and the chief. They could plainly see the knife lying at the bottom of the bag. “I’m sure it’s the weapon used to kill Mason Eads.” He reached into the black bag over his shoulder. “Here’s something else we found, but I’m not sure if it’s significant.” He held the second evidence bag out. It displayed a long, narrow necktie.

      “Where did you find it all?” Mac asked.

      “The knife was almost to the bottom of the dumpster. It was wrapped in a rag, almost like it had been put into the bin by someone at the bed and breakfast who threw it away. The necktie caught my attention. It was loose and wadded up near the rag. I asked myself, why would anyone throw a necktie into the trash bin used for kitchen trash? I think it is relevant to the knife.”

      “The coroner told me this morning that the victim was strangled before he was stabbed.” The chief shook his head. “It was a brutal murder.”

      The police station’s front desk clerk interrupted the group. Mac gave instructions to Bryce regarding the evidence. The clerk told Mac he had an important phone call. “It is a Detective Stanton on the line from Santa Monica, California.” Mac hurried to his office. The detective introduced himself.

      “We’re familiar with that entourage that Mason Eads ran with,” said Detective Stanton to Mac. “We just got word he was murdered in your town. We’ve been searching for Mattie and Drake Cabot for a long time. They’ve been busy running from their crime sprees across the United States.” He described numerous robberies they managed to commit and escape from, undetected. “We have evidence it’s them, but until now we’ve had no leads as to their whereabouts.” Mac wanted more details. “They need to be locked up right away. It’s not beyond them to kill when someone gets in their way.”
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      Mattie Cabot paced the small holding cell, which was lined with benches and in full view of the glassed-in booking desk where officers came and went over the hours she was stuck there. When the jailer finally approached, she felt relief to finally be released. Instead, he walked her the wrong direction down the hall, towards the county jail cells, and placed her into a permanent cell. A second jailer did the same with Drake Cabot. The Cabots could not even talk to one another through the thick doors locking them in. Mattie tried to keep her wits about her, though her nerves were beginning to fray.

      The young fiddler watched the Cabots pass the holding cell he occupied. Thomas Kelly, too, heard the clanging of metal doors and then the hallway grew silent. Both Jake and Thomas became lost in their private thoughts. Jake Smith yearned for his youthful days when he sat at his grandfather’s feet and learned the art of fiddling. He bowed his head in shame, thinking that if the Shredder was alive today, Jake wouldn’t be capable of bearing his look of disappointment. How had Jake become so greedy in his life when, deep down, all he ever wanted to do was play music, with or without an audience?

      Thomas Kelly gritted his teeth and seethed about his treatment at the hands of the detectives. Remorse was the furthest from his mind. His small congregation consisted of small-time, successful farmers and citrus growers. It was true they earned enough through hard work to sustain their families, but none were wealthy. It had been easy enough to tell himself he was simply borrowing from the congregation’s collections and petty cash. At first, he took a few dollars, tens and twenties. The spinster Ms. Barbara Taylor never missed it because he counted the intake himself and then gave her the tally. She adored him and never thought to question his methods. He was adept in his skill of siphoning off others, having practiced his skill when he was a teenager. A winning personality proved to be his best asset in life. He drew people to him like a magnet, his soft-spoken, mild manner covering over the rougher, more grasping parts of him.

      Before he arrived at the country church, he managed to embezzle enough money from various temporary bosses to live a simple but comfortable lifestyle. When Barbara Taylor surprised him after services one Sunday morning, he had slammed his desk drawer shut and asked if he could help her. The horrified look on her face was all it took to tell him she had seen him slip money from the collections and was beginning to grow suspicious. He remembered well that day, as he had invited her into his office.

      “I think you should stick to playing the organ, Ms. Taylor,” he had told her. “Perhaps the accounting is too strenuous in your later years.” His steely dark eyes prevented her answering verbally. She shook her head, embarrassed and doubting herself. “In fact, let us simply carry on as if everything is fine. I will not tell anyone about the books not balancing, and you will not tell anyone about me fixing it for you, and that is that. The bank account will balance, I can assure you.” This way, he assured that the older woman both doubted her own eyes and skills, though he knew it would only work for a time.

      The day he told the Church secretary he would be gone all day, Barbara Taylor overheard the conversation. She arrived unseen to practice the organ. She knew it was time. Her conscience couldn’t allow the minister to cover up a bookkeeping mistake: To her horror, she discovered instead that he was succumbing to theft. She called the local police. It didn’t take long to connect him to a string of larcenies and embezzlement cases up and down the West Coast. That earned him his first experience behind bars.

      He shuddered when he realized this stint ahead of him may possibly prove to be a much longer one. There was no reason to ask for an attorney, he commiserated, trying to keep warm in the frigid confines of the holding cell. No one could help him now. He knew all about DNA evidence, and snitches, too. He didn’t doubt someone would talk soon enough. He had time to think things out and his mind raced, trying to think of a way out of this mess.
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      Brenda left her computer and searched for her husband. “Mac, I’m going home now. I work better there. I’ll let you know as soon as I find more information.”

      “That’s a good idea, Brenda. I’ll call you as soon as we get DNA results from the jumpsuits, the knife and tie, too. According to the coroner, the stab wounds pierced the body at different angles. He thinks there is one weapon and the two killers may have exchanged the weapon…as if taking turns. The strangulation would have worked, according to him, but they didn’t prolong the effort. It’s as if they enjoyed the suffering and wanted it to last.”

      With those words, Brenda felt sick to her stomach as she headed home. She didn’t go to her laptop right away. She needed to enjoy the surroundings and walked through the halls of the beautiful Queen Anne bed and breakfast, trying to chase away thoughts of the horrible murder. She thought about her uncle, Randolph Sheffield, and his generosity toward her when he left the property to her. Allie’s cheery greeting helped put her back into a comfortable mood, both inside and out. Her spirits lifted.

      “Everyone has checked out…except the four who are in jail.” Allie’s face searched Brenda’s for news. Brenda couldn’t accommodate her now and simply gave her a quick smile.

      “It’s been a long day. It’s good to see you, Allie.”

      “I guess you’ve had enough for now, Brenda. Can I get you a cup of hot tea? Jenny brought a huge bouquet of late-season flowers. She said they were for you.” Allie moved the conversation to Jenny and anticipation of the baby soon to arrive. “Is there any word yet? I hope it’s a girl.”

      Brenda smiled and said she hoped the baby would be healthy. “A boy or a girl will do nothing less than bring a lot of joy into the family. It will be hard for Jenny and Bryce to get back to normal routines once the baby is here.” Brenda accepted the offer of tea. “Why don’t you join me in the sitting room, Allie? It’s been a while since I’ve asked you about your studies and your life in general. It will be an excellent diversion for me, too.” Allie loved talking about her pre-college classes and her life in general.

      An hour and a half later, Brenda felt totally relaxed. Allie’s youthful enthusiasm entertained her and successfully swept away the day’s events.

      She went to the second floor and checked all the rooms. In a few days, they would have a full house again. The Cabots’ door was locked. She inserted the key and stood in the doorway to observe their belongings. She did the same at Jake’s and Thomas’s rooms. Officers would make a last visit inside Sheffield Bed and Breakfast to collect everything later that afternoon. Then Phyllis and her housekeepers could perform deep cleaning in the rooms. It was strange to think of it, but she could not very well simply hold their belongings while they were all in jail. She took the back stairs down to the rear entrance and stepped outside, walking the pathway to her and Mac’s cottage. Refreshed, she was ready to go forward in the quest to nab the killers of Mason Eads.

      When Brenda searched for the website of the Santa Monica Police Department, she noted the long list of charges against the evasive Cabots. While in their business dealings they described themselves as tracking down and meeting with investors, the police department saw it another way: They had been charged with robbing wealthy people after stalking them. Although the couple had not been tried on the charges, they were also wanted in connection with a case where a rich couple was found dead not long after the Cabots visited their home. Instead of smart businesspeople, they seemed more and more like cruel and relentless criminals. So much for kind neighbors looking after them, Brenda thought. It made her wonder if she and Mac had been potential targets as well. She recalled the dinner when they asked Mac about his career. Mattie had frozen in place when Mac told Alan Haas he was a detective in the local police department. That statement may have caused Mattie and Drake to refrain from trying anything criminal against Mac and Brenda Rivers, if that had been their intention.

      Her cell phone rang, and Mac’s voice was on the other end. “We think Thomas Kelly is ready to tell all. I read him his rights again and once more, he declined a lawyer. His attitude appears to be one of defeat. Do you want to come down for the unfolding of the story?”

      Brenda was sorely tempted. She closed her laptop before giving her answer. “I’m on my way.”

      She had to stop in the bed and breakfast before leaving. Passing through the back hall, she spotted Phyllis and William in the foyer. They were talking with Allie, who filled them in on the latest gossip about the murder of Mason Eads. All turned in Brenda’s direction.

      “We have four people in custody right now,” she confirmed, reluctant to say more.

      “Four people killed Mason?” Phyllis said. Her eyes widened in shock.

      “That must have been brutal for him,” William said. He shook his head in disbelief.

      “We think two of them did the deed. One knife has been found out in our dumpster along with a necktie. The style of the tie is very odd…long and very narrow, I can’t think of the name of it...”

      “Do you mean a bolo tie?” William said. All eyes swiveled to him. “Very popular with bluegrass musicians, you know. Fiddlers wear them when performing sometimes. I think I saw them on a few of the competing musicians at the Jamboree, actually.”

      “I have to get down to the police station,” Brenda said. “I’ll give that information to Mac, William. Thanks for the heads up. One suspect down there is ready to confess everything and it’s not Jake Smith.”

      After she left, Phyllis and Allie talked about Jake. “He is a good fiddle player,” Phyllis said. “I did notice some of that old-fashioned western wear in his room when I straightened the room up the other morning. He’s such a nice young man. I’m sure he wouldn’t have anything to do with a murder.”

      “He wouldn’t kill a fly,” Allie added. William didn’t answer. He knew from experience that sometimes those least suspected turned out to be someone else entirely. “I could listen to that fiddle every day,” Allie said.

      “Do you really think more than one person killed poor Mason?” Phyllis said. “I had hoped it was maybe a drifter who slipped in among the tourists in town. Now I’m wondering if it was a guest here. I doubt a drifter would have left a murder weapon in a dumpster here.”

      “Mac and Brenda will figure things out.” William suggested they go downtown for a break at Morning Sun Coffee. He invited Allie to go along since all guests had left. She locked the bed and breakfast after telling Chef Morgan she was in the place alone. The chef was gathering her belongings to leave and secured the back door, waving goodbye to them.

      The recent swell of tourists in town had dwindled. Molly was in the back room of her coffee shop when they entered. The three ordered lattés from the cashier. She brought the drinks to their table just as Molly came to the front. She poured a cup of hot tea and joined her mother and the others.

      “Do they know who killed Mason Eads yet?” she asked.

      “They have four suspects locked up. They’ll get to the bottom of it all soon,” Phyllis said. “Where’s Jonathan?”

      Molly stared at her mother and blushed only a little. “It’s a work day. I presume he’s down at the dock where he runs his business.” Phyllis laughed and told her she was certain he would be by for another break in her coffee shop soon.

      Molly stammered as she felt heat rising to her face. “He may come in later. Tell me, who is behind bars? Do they really think four people killed him?”

      When she heard Jake Smith was one of them, her mouth gaped. “They surely don’t think that friendly young guy did it?”

      “That’s how I feel,” Allie said. “I think he’ll be the first one they set free. Plus, Jake has more performances coming up and can’t be behind bars now.” She felt as if that justified his innocence. Phyllis and William had nothing to add.

      “We’ll just have to be patient. Chief Ingram’s people are thorough when it comes to gathering facts. None of them rely on suspicions alone.” William sipped his latté and said nothing else. His wife knew him well enough to know he thought plenty but chose words carefully.
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      Brenda went into Mac’s office where he and Chief Ingram waited for her. She had had plenty of time on her way down to think about Thomas Kelly. She was aware of his prison stint for embezzlement, but she still wasn’t clear on how he became so involved with California Products Only. He must have had a close connection with Mason, or perhaps someone else in the partnership who got him in. How had he gotten the money to invest, anyway? Perhaps he and Mason worked together in shady deals long before he joined the company. That was something to take into consideration as well. Brenda hoped Mac was right in assuming Thomas was on the verge of confessing everything.

      Bryce rushed in and told her to join him with Mac and the chief. “I’ve got the camera footage from the paint store.” She hurried in behind him. Bryce spread the report out in front of Mac. The police chief looked over his shoulder.

      “This confirms my suspicions of ownership of the jumpsuits,” Mac said. He pushed the report toward Brenda who agreed.

      “Let’s start with the musician kid this time,” he said. “Thomas can be left to stew a while longer.”

      “He may change his mind if you don’t talk with him soon,” the chief said.

      “I think I’ll take that chance. If he doesn’t confess right away, he will when he sees this.”

      Brenda and Mac waited for the jailer to escort Jake Smith back to the interrogation room where they waited. Lines that before went unnoticed now showed clearly across his forehead and around his mouth. They were told Jake had refused food so far. He again stated he had no appetite when they offered to fetch him a donut from the break room. Mac invited him to sit down. He spread his hands over the report as if to smooth invisible wrinkles from it.

      “How much did you pay for the white jumpsuit you bought at the paint shop?” Mac asked Jake.

      He jerked to attention and then the desperation in his eyes faded to despair. “That was Thomas’s idea. Where did you find it?”

      “Did you wear it?” Brenda prompted him.

      He hesitated. “It was Thomas’s idea,” he repeated. “I didn’t want to put it on. I didn’t want to help him with any of it, I swear. He kept insisting we could avoid blood splatters on our regular clothes and get away with the whole thing. Where did you find it?” He bent his head into his hands and then looked up. “I didn’t do it. I saw him do it, but I wasn’t involved.”

      “It will be easier if you just admit you and Thomas killed Mason Eads together,” Mac said, not budging an inch.

      Jake didn’t answer. He thought things over. “I’d like to have my lawyer present,” he said.

      Back in his cell, Jake dipped his head into his hands. He felt the sweat drip down his back. Childhood memories flooded over him and, as so often in the last few years, he thought that the innocent young fiddler of long ago was someone he had never met. From this moment on, he realized he must clear his head of the child who had learned at his grandfather’s knee; it was time to face the consequences like a man.

      Thomas Kelly paced in his cell. He decided to face the fact there was no recourse for him. He stopped when he saw a well-dressed man pass his cell and stop at Jake’s. Thomas heard the young musician greet him as if he knew him well.

      “I took the first train out of New York, Jake. I got here as fast as I could. Tell me why you’re locked up in this cell.”

      Thomas heard keys clanging as the jailer opened the cell door. The men’s voices drifted away when they reached the small room at the end of the hall where they could talk in private. Thomas stopped and wondered if he should ask for a lawyer like Jake had. It would have to be a court-appointed one. Thomas knew he had no money to pay for a top-notch attorney. However, he didn’t have to tell his part of the story now if he asked for one. His mind flip-flopped backward and forward over the matter. His hands dropped to his sides as he despaired of understanding the best way to go forward. What evidence did they have? Could a lawyer possibly save him? Was he risking the death penalty if he spoke up? It was too terrible to contemplate.

      Mac was called to the phone again. Detective Stanton spoke again from California. “We’d like to have the Cabots transported to California for trial.”

      “We have them here on murder charges, so you’ll have to wait your turn.” Detective Stanton sighed audibly. “If you want to question them about your matters, we have no objections.”

      “We’ve waited this long,” the detective said. “I suppose we can do so a little longer as long as we know they aren’t free.”

      “The judge determined they be held without bond, so they’re not going anywhere, Detective Stanton.” Both men agreed that was a very, very good thing.
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      Brenda reminded Mac that though the jumpsuits were obviously purchased by Thomas and Jake, it didn’t prove they were the ones who killed Mason. Processing DNA and matching the evidence took too long in Brenda’s estimation. The specialist who had been called in to make the final determination had been delayed.

      “We are sure they did it. We just need that final stamp on it all.” Mac brushed his thick blonde hair from his forehead. Brenda grinned and made a mental note to remind him it was time for a haircut. He stood up. “It’s time to get Thomas Kelly back for interrogation.”

      They walked to the interrogation room and waited. Both crossed their fingers in hopes he didn’t suddenly feel the need for an attorney. He had been read his rights, and Mac didn’t push doing it again. It may give Thomas more time to think about telling the story.

      “What do you want to tell us, Thomas?” Mac used his first name casually to gain his confidence.

      “I bought the white jumpsuit and I put it on. It was my idea since I knew everyone at the bed and breakfast would be searched as soon as Mason’s body was discovered. I was with Jake right after the contest for a brief moment. We made last-minute plans. Everything was set up. He didn’t want to wear anything bulky, but I told him the over-sized jumpsuit would give us more room to move freely. He left and waited until I met him at the dead-end roadway near Sheffield Bed and Breakfast. We put the overalls on and waited for Mason. We knew he planned to spend time at the beach. I heard him tell Sara Haas he liked to surf past sunset sometimes and was confident enough to try the Atlantic that evening because of the tides. She asked him if he was going to the Fiddlers Jamboree and that’s when he told her his plans.”

      “Who strangled Mason?” Brenda searched his face.

      “Jake pulled that long skinny tie thing from his pocket. He’s stronger than he looks.” The man paused for a moment, then continued. “We meant to strangle him and be done with it. Something about seeing Mason walk back so cockily did something to me. All his lies and cheating surged through me like water in the ocean when storms come up. He stole money from all of us and left us without anything after our hard work.”

      “You stole from people, too,” Mac pressed. “How was that different?”

      Thomas shrugged as if that part was inconsequential. “Jake gave me the tie, though I thought he could easily do the deed. He stood by in case Mason struggled and made it difficult. Once I got that tie around his neck, I yanked hard. He lost consciousness and fell to the ground. But I knew he was still breathing.”

      “Who decided to use the knife?” Mac shifted forward.

      “I had it for backup. By this time, I could tell Jake was into it all. He wanted the man to suffer, too, at that point. I handed him the knife from my pocket and he flipped it open. The blade shined in a way that seemed to take over Jake’s mind. Maybe for me, too. Jake slashed into his back first and I grabbed it from him and stabbed into his upper body. Then Jake grabbed it back when Mason opened his eyes and groaned. That look of pain and vengeful knowledge in Mason’s eyes was all it took. We knew he would identify us if it took his last dying breath. So I told Jake to do it and he punctured Mason’s neck.”

      The relish Thomas Kelly appeared to experience during the recounting of all this nauseated Brenda. It took everything in her power not to lose her last meal.

      Mac put a stop to the details. “What about the clothing you wore? How did it end up in the trash can behind the bed and breakfast?”

      Excitement drained from Thomas’s face. His eyes grew hard and reminded Brenda of steel slats. “I told you my part in it all. There is no more I will say.”

      Once Thomas was led back to his cell, Brenda hurried from the room and slammed the restroom door behind her. Mac waited in the hall for her to recoup. He told her to go with him to the break room. He poured a glass of iced tea and handed it to her.

      “I had no idea he was going to go into such gruesome detail, Brenda. You could have excused yourself when it became too much for you.”

      Brenda shook her head no. “I know that, Mac, but I felt compelled to hear everything he had to say. He could easily plead insanity the way he enjoyed telling it.”

      “I’ll have to make sure that doesn’t get accepted in the courtroom. He knew exactly what he was doing. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Brenda attempted a weak smile. “I’ll be all right, Mac. At least now we know who the two murderers were. It may be one man’s word against another’s as to who dealt the final blow, but they’re both complicit here—no matter who dealt the final blow. If Thomas told him ‘do it,’ then he’s just as culpable. In any case, we can’t know for sure Thomas wasn’t the one who finally killed Mason.”

      Mac agreed with her. “I think if we ever hear the full story, Jake Smith will just as easily put that final act on Thomas Kelly.” He gazed through the window. “I bet he’ll do that if he’s truly guilty.”

      “I wonder, too, if Jake could do something like that. And, we still have the Cabots to think about. According to the detective in Santa Monica, they may be responsible for a couple who was found dead, and they’re linked to a robbery at that same address. Do you think they are directly involved in this murder? It may be that Sara Haas saw Jake and Thomas running toward the backyard.”

      “It could have been those two or the Cabots. Let’s get them in here next.”

      Mattie was chosen first for re-questioning. She walked in with a smooth demeanor and sat down primly. “How much longer is this going to go on? We have to get home.”

      Neither Brenda nor Mac answered right away. Then Mac told her there was no way to predict that. “Not unless you tell us the real truth, that is.” Mattie’s eyes flashed but she said nothing.

      “When you told us that you didn’t leave the Fiddlers Jamboree until it was over, that wasn’t true, was it?” Brenda said.

      Mattie met her eyes with defiance. “We told the truth. We shopped from the vendors and hung around until most people had left. We walked back to the bed and breakfast behind several other guests.”

      “Did you talk with any of them?” Mac asked.

      “We discovered on the first day that we didn’t have much in common with any of them and so no, we didn’t talk with them, we only talked with each other. I don’t even know if the others knew we were behind them. What difference does all of this make? We told you our whereabouts, but you can’t seem to accept that.” She smoothed one hand across the surface of the rough table. “How much longer are we going to be here?”

      “You’ll be here until we say you are released,” Mac said. “Or until you understand the gravity of your situation and come clean.” Mattie continued to say nothing, and they moved on to the next interrogation room, leaving her in the custody of another officer.

      When Drake arrived in the room, Mac and Brenda took deep breaths. His attitude was as surly as his wife’s. He paced a few steps until Mac ordered him to sit down. He repeated the same story his wife had provided. “We were down there at the park until only stragglers were left. The musicians were packing up and we got a few autographs and then came back here.”

      “Did you speak with other guests on your way back?” Brenda watched his eyes. He didn’t waver.

      “We didn’t talk to any of them. Frankly, we don’t have much in common with any of them. We talked with one another and the conversation was about our purchases.” He drummed his fingers and glanced at the locked door. “How much longer is this going to go on? We have work lined up and must get home.”

      Mac leaned back in his chair. He clasped his hands behind his head. “You’ll be released when we’re ready. In the meantime, I believe you will have visitors from the Santa Monica Police Department. It seems they’ve been searching everywhere for you and Mattie.”

      Drake’s face turned ashen. For once, he had no words to say.

      Back in his cell, Drake Cabot wished for the chance to talk with his wife. The only way that Detective Stanton from Santa Monica could know where they were would be if news of Mason Eads’ murder reached that part of the country. Their former partner continued to wreak havoc in their lives, even though he was dead. He was furious. Drake and Mattie had successfully covered their tracks after each crime and now the hated Mason once again upended their lives, this time from beyond the grave.

      Brenda sat across from Mac. It was getting toward the end of the day and they were both weary and overwhelmed with the information gathered. “Let’s take a break and have some lasagna down at the Italian restaurant. I could use a glass of wine while we’re at it.”

      Mac swung his feet off his desk and agreed. He told the chief they were going for a break and they walked down to the little bistro in downtown Sweetfern Harbor that they often visited. Decorated with quaint paintings and lit with romantic candles, it was casual enough for a quick lunch or a leisurely dinner date. They were shown a table near the window with a view of the busy sidewalk where tourists and townsfolk strolled to and fro, enjoying the fresh air. Mac sipped a beer and Brenda savored a glass of white wine.

      When Mac asked her if she wanted a second one, she laughed. “We’d better stay sober, Mac. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.” She savored the rich aroma of the lasagna when it arrived on steaming plates for them both. “I have some ideas that may sound crazy to you.” She took a bite and chewed slowly.

      “I thought we were here to take a break. What is it?”

      “What if Drake and Mattie are telling the truth? What if they had nothing to do with the murder at all?”

      Mac toyed with a bite of his lasagna, winding up a string of melted cheese on his fork as he thought this through. “They are used to lining up believable stories, Brenda. That’s why each told the same one. Their record in Santa Monica speaks for itself. The knife may have belonged to one of them. Thomas and Jake knew about the plan.”

      “Okay, but what does Thomas Kelly have against Jake Smith? He sure threw him under the bus.”

      Mac drained the beer mug. “We know there were two people in those Tyvek suits. The DNA is what I’m counting on, Brenda. Until we have the final results, we can’t believe any of them.”

      They ordered a dish of chocolate mint gelato and thought over details of the case in a companionable silence. When Mac asked her if she was ready to go back to work, Brenda told him yes. He paid, and they walked back to the police station. Brenda found the break not much of a help after all, as she found herself dragging her feet on the return walk, reluctant to dive back into the mess of four conflicting stories.

      “Detective,” the station’s front desk clerk said, “Santa Monica called. The detective’s secretary left you an urgent message—he is on a flight and will be arriving here late tonight.”

      Mac thanked her. The desk clerk continued, “There’s also a repair shop that just reported a possible break-in and robbery of some tools, do you want me to—”

      “That will have to wait,” Mac grimaced. “For now, we have to get back to this case. I’ll assign someone to it later.” Mac told Brenda he looked forward to talking with Detective Stanton. “He could shed some light on things. I guess those pending warrants in Santa Monica are more important than I thought.”

      “He apparently knows the Cabots well. They’ve been on the run for a few years.”

      Jake Smith relaxed after his lawyer’s visit. He had no idea what story Thomas Kelly told the detective and Brenda, but he felt sure the clergyman had incriminated Jack himself in the final act of murder. It sat sour in his gut to think about it. He met the man when Jake was a teenager, and believed he was a musician and an honest traveling preacher, before the man had conned his way into the Episcopalian clergy. Once Jake suspected he was pulling a con, he tried to distance himself as much as possible. By that time, Mason had put his team together and Jake and Thomas found themselves sharing partnership in the company. Thomas had a way of drawing others in and Jake fell for it like many before him. He even started to admire the man for the way he managed to make a living effortlessly—until he learned that his easy lifestyle was funded by swindling innocent church-goers out of their hard-earned money. To Jake, the petty thievery charges in Thomas’s past had been addressed, and the company partners never took it too seriously. However, when the company began to note monetary discrepancies in the bookkeeping, Jake wondered if Thomas had anything to do with it.

      That suspicion faded, however, when Mattie and Drake sued Mason in court. Things came out that shocked all of them, except Thomas, who vowed he suspected Mason of working against them from the beginning. Jake was thoroughly confused over the matter, but when he saw his profits dwindle, he joined the others against Mason Eads and felt vindicated to see the man made to account for his acts, even if the lawsuit didn’t quite go as planned.

      Jake’s reprieve was his fiddle. He lined up as many performances with fellow musicians as he could, just to get away from the turmoil. He started to find success on the touring circuit, picking up a few awards at competitions, and finally succeeded in making plans to withdraw from the company. Then a call came from Thomas Kelly. He told Jake about the East Coast Fiddlers Jamboree he thought Jake would be interested in. It was a friendly call, for old time’s sake. At least that’s what Jake assumed.

      “It will be held in a small New England village that draws tourists year-round,” Thomas had said. “You should enter the contest, Jake. You would win for sure.”

      After several friendly conversations about the matter, Jake’s enthusiasm grew. He planned a small coastal town tour of gigs to coincide with the Jamboree. Thomas Kelly told him he planned to attend since he hadn’t lost interest in fiddling. He no longer played, but he liked the music. Jake began to feel odd only when he received a call from Mattie and Drake Cabot mentioning the event to him, too, and he told them he had signed up to compete. They told him of the historic bed and breakfast in town. Drake said they would be there at the same time. It seemed like too much of a coincidence, but Jake’s travel was already booked, and he had already paid the entrance fee to the Jamboree competition.

      “We are taking time off to enjoy the ocean,” Mattie said. “We could all stay at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast. Why don’t you book there, Jake?”

      All four old partners found themselves there that weekend. The more Jake thought about things, the more he realized the other three knew in advance that Mason Eads had planned a weekend there, too. Only Jake, and possibly Mason, were left out of the loop.

      His mind churning with guilt and confusion, Jake asked to speak with Mac and Brenda again.

      He told them the story of his background with Thomas, Mattie and Drake. “I had no idea Mason was booked there until I saw him walk into the dining room that first night.” The young musician appeared troubled yet less tense. “I was shocked, if you want to know the truth. I had to concentrate on the contest, and though I hated Mason by then, I focused on the Jamboree, my fiddler friends, and the wonderful scenery that surrounds your town.”

      “Tell us again,” Mac said, “about your movements after the Jamboree performance.”

      Jake told them the same story. “I did buy white Tyvek coveralls. That part is probably what landed me in here. Thomas asked me if I had time to do that for him. He had the idea of buying a small house down near the water and wanted to tour inside but the owner still had wet paint inside. He didn’t have time to buy the coveralls himself and knew I was passing by that paint shop. I didn’t ask questions because there wasn’t time before the contest. I thought it was odd he’d want to buy a house while he was there for the weekend but figured he’d planned ahead on that. I bought the overalls and gave them to him before the Jamboree started.”

      “Why did you buy two pairs?”

      Jake grimaced. “He said he needed an extra one for his realtor. Only later did I think that was kinda weird.”

      “You were seen with Thomas, speaking in low voices,” Brenda said. “I observed that twice. What did you talk about?”

      “He asked me to buy the jumpsuit and handed me cash and told me his clothing size—then later he said he changed his mind and I should just get two of the largest sized ones. I passed close by the store on the way to the park a couple times a day anyway and didn’t mind. The other times we spoke in private…” Jake thought back. “He told me how surprised he was to see Mason here the same weekend the rest of us were. I thought it an odd coincidence and said so. Thomas seemed to be obsessed about it, kept talking about his hatred for Mason. He even said something had to be done about the man.”

      “What do you think was going on?” Brenda said.

      “I think I was conned into thinking the three of them wanted me to come here to compete in a Fiddlers Jamboree. I think they had other motives. I didn’t kill anyone. I hated Mason as much as the rest of them, but I’m not a killer. I’m so out of the loop…I wonder how I ever got myself into such company. I suppose greediness played a big part.”

      “Did your lawyer advise you to come to us?” Mac asked.

      Jake shook his head. “He has no idea I’m speaking with you, but I couldn’t sleep another night with so much garbage on my mind. I didn’t want Mason dead. He was a rotten business partner, but no one deserves to die for that. I would have been happy to have seen him in prison for the rest of his life for cheating everyone. I wish I had listened to my gut when I walked into the bed and breakfast that first day and realized all us business partners were reunited—I wish I had turned away and never returned.”
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      Mac signaled the officer to take Jake back to his cell. He and Brenda sat transfixed in their chairs.

      “Wow,” Brenda said. “That was some story. Do you believe him?”

      “Do you?”

      Brenda shrugged, overwhelmed. “He seems believable. He’s a naïve young guy for sure…how much longer will we have to wait for that DNA comparison?”

      Mac stood up and told her to come with him. They approached the lab just as Detective Jones emerged. “We have it, Mac. The DNA matches three people, one of which is Thomas Kelly.”

      “Great work. Is there anything that shows Jake Smith was the murderer?”

      Bryce couldn’t wipe the grin from his face. “That’s the thing. His DNA doesn’t show up anywhere. We took samples from all over the crime scene—most of it points to Thomas Kelly. Sorry, I should have brought all this to you hours and hours ago, but we had to test each and every sample.”

      Mac gritted his teeth. This was one of those times he wished Bryce had traded in thoroughness for a little old-fashioned speediness. Brenda saw Mac’s stress and thought quickly.

      “Mac, I can’t stop thinking about that other case we heard the desk clerk discussing earlier. You know, the repair shop break-in?”

      Mac gave her a quick, grateful grin and told Bryce to check on this new matter of missing tools while they continued with the murder investigation. Mac loved his son-in-law, but sometimes found him exasperating. He was in no mood to have him hanging around while they delved further into matters on this murder case. He took the report and thanked Bryce for his good work. He then called Chief Ingram, and he and Brenda met him in the chief’s office.

      “We have definitive proof Thomas Kelly committed the murder. Two others are positively identified as accomplices, based on the DNA evidence.” He rubbed his head as if a pending headache threatened to invade his head. “We’ll have to get them in here.” He pushed the full report toward Brenda and Bob. Brenda took one look and gasped and was ready to speak when they were interrupted.

      “Detective Stanton is here from Santa Monica, Detective,” the clerk said. Mac told her to invite him in. He stood to introduce himself, Brenda and the Chief of Police.

      “I know you’re in the middle of a big case, but if you knew how long we’ve been searching for Mattie and Drake Cabot, you would understand my impatience to see them,” said Joe Stanton after he introduced himself and apologized for the late-night interruption.

      They briefly discussed the notorious case under investigation in the peaceful ocean town of Sweetfern Harbor. Mac asked Detective Stanton for details about the Cabots.

      “They are life-long criminals, as far as I’m concerned. Their record might not be completely proven in court yet, but that’s just because they’re so slippery. They choose wealthy victims, but not before meticulous planning. They don’t just spot them and then run in to rob them. They follow their target’s every movement and learn all they can behind the scenes. Once they are sure of the right moment, they find their way into mansions or businesses and help themselves. Then they peddle their items on the black market. It’s how they have lived comfortably for years and managed to stay beyond the reach of the law. You should also know, this isn’t something they just picked up out of thin air…Mattie’s parents were jewel thieves and taught their daughter from an early age. Her juvenile record is sealed but I have a hunch she was an accomplice or a decoy for them when she was quite young. The parents are in prison for a long while, have been since she was about eighteen years old.” The detective leaned back. “If Mason Eads hadn’t been so well-known in California, I probably wouldn’t have heard of his murder so fast.”

      Mac asked how the Cabots became a part of Mason’s life and Joe Stanton outlined the details of the business dealings they already knew from questioning. Brenda commented that was one thing Mattie and Drake said that was true, at least.

      “It took us a while to realize they were the ones we were looking for in the robberies. They traveled across America and it took a long time for law enforcement to make the links.”

      Detective Stanton told how one plan went wrong and that was the warrant he had arrived to press the Cabots about: It had not been proven in court, but they were believed to have killed a wealthy couple because the couple had been home during a planned robbery.

      “If you want to talk to them now, I’ll have an officer bring them to a room, one by one.”

      The detective eagerly agreed, ready to confront the fugitives. After things were set up, Mac looked at the chief and Brenda. “Let’s get moving on our own case for now. Brenda, it looks like you pinned it correctly. I don’t see anything that indicates Mattie and Drake had anything to do with the murder directly. I’m not saying they didn’t know about the plans, but I feel they were not immediately involved in the actual deed. The Santa Monica Police are a bigger problem for them.”

      “I’m glad our young fiddler is exonerated. Are you going to set him free?”

      “I have nothing to hold him on for the moment. With his fiddling schedule, we will know where he is if he should have to return.”

      Jake called his lawyer and then his belongings gathered from Sheffield Bed and Breakfast were returned to him. He held no ill will toward them for keeping him in the holding cell during the questioning and personally thanked Brenda and Mac for their hospitality and invited them to his next performance.

      “I can get front row tickets for you.”

      They thanked him after accepting his kind gesture. His lawyer met him in the reception area and they left together.

      “That narrows it all down,” Chief Ingram said. “Did you decide Thomas Kelly acted alone?”

      “Not by a long shot,” Mac said. He pointed a finger to the DNA results found on one jumpsuit and the knife. One trash bag was found to contain DNA left by a third person.

      “I can’t believe Sara and Alan Haas were involved,” Brenda said. She was still in shock at the match. “Are you sure it’s their DNA? What did they have to do with Mason Eads?”

      “We’ll find that out,” Mac said. He left the room to put out an APB. “Send this out to the entire East Coast,” he ordered.

      “Does all of this exonerate the Cabots, too?” Brenda asked.

      “I think we can safely turn them over to the Santa Monica Police Department,” Mac said. “We’ll know where to find them if necessary. They came here mainly to case wealthy residents and visitors.”

      Brenda and Mac decided that for now everything was a waiting game. “I want to get back to the serenity of my bed and breakfast,” Brenda said. “I’ll see you two later.”

      She dreaded giving the news to Allie, who had enjoyed an instant connection with Sara Haas. Brenda also thought over possibilities of how the Haas couple could be connected to Mason Eads. Their names hadn’t come up anywhere in her searches like the others had. By the time she reached the bed and breakfast, she still had no answers.

      Allie Williams smiled at Brenda when she entered the foyer. She instantly realized something serious was on her mind. Brenda asked her if everything was in order for the next influx of guests to arrive the next day. Allie assured her Phyllis was upstairs putting the finishing touches on the rooms.

      “Have you found out who killed Mason?” Allie said apprehensively.

      Brenda nodded her head. “I have some news I felt I should give you personally, Allie.” She told her reservationist that Sara and Alan Haas had been accomplices to it all. “We think Alan helped Thomas stab him to death. Then they bagged the evidence and Alan and Sara disposed of the two bags. We don’t have all the details yet, but DNA shows what we believe happened.” Allie gaped at her and sat behind the front desk in shock. Brenda put an arm around Allie’s shoulders to comfort her. “I’m as shocked as you are, Allie. Did they say where they were going next when they checked out of here?”

      “They told me they had a great time here and may travel further up the eastern seaboard. They didn’t specify where. She was so friendly.”

      By the time Brenda reached her cottage, Mac called. “They were apprehended at the Canadian border. Luckily, Border Control was on alert, so they didn’t even get through. They’re being brought back now.”

      She received another call a few hours later when Mac assured her they were in custody. This was one time she definitely wanted to be there for the interrogations. When Brenda entered the room with Mac, Sara kept her eyes downward. Alan waited in the next room under the guard of two officers.

      Unlike the previous times, when Sara had seemed polite and accommodating, her features were hardened now, bitterly angry as she spit out defensive words. “He deserved to die,” Sara said. “He ruined Alan’s life and caused his parents to die!” Her breaths heaved with emotion. When questioned, Sara explained Alan’s parents had committed suicide in Belgium. “They had an honest and lucrative export business in art by Californian artists. Mason met them at a conference there and sucked them into his world. He was greedy and selfish. His only motive was to take, and he did that. He spread rumors in that world how crooked Alan’s parents were in their business dealings. He had significant people in his corner in no time. He had a personality that fooled others easily.”

      Sara’s eyes filled with determination. “By the time Alan’s parents realized what had happened, their markets had dried up. They owed their clients and couldn’t pay the bills or their ongoing debts.”

      “How did you know Mason was going to be in Sweetfern Harbor and specifically at Sheffield Bed and Breakfast?” Brenda asked.

      “Alan has followed his every movement since that day a year and a half ago when we found out his parents killed themselves in Belgium out of desperation and shame. We didn’t know Thomas Kelly, but I overheard him complaining about how Mason cheated him and some of the others. We knew we weren’t alone. Thomas was just as bitter as we were. We decided to talk with Thomas and tell him our story.”

      “You took chances disposing of those bags behind the bed and breakfast,” Mac said. “Surely you knew that was not a smart move?”

      “We planned to take the bags to a deserted area of the beach and sink them in the ocean. We didn’t have time for that since everyone started coming back to the bed and breakfast so quickly. We thought we’d go back later and do it.”

      “The story you told of how you and Alan came upon Mason’s body was a lie from start to finish,” Brenda said.

      Sara nodded her head. “We play-acted our scene to tell our parts to the police.”

      “You’ve been read your rights. Why haven’t you asked for a lawyer?”

      “We know DNA will prove we were involved. We have a lawyer on the way. He advised us to remain silent, but I can’t help but tell our story. Mason drove us to do this, you have to understand. He was an evil man. He not only ruined people financially, he caused the death of good people, Alan’s parents did not deserve that.” Her eyes pleaded with Brenda. “We’re sorry it happened on your property, Brenda. Sheffield Bed and Breakfast is such a lovely place.”

      Brenda and Mac exchanged quick glances. Sara Haas didn’t appear to realize life as she had known it was over. Worse than that, she didn’t seem to care.

      Detective Bryce Jones emerged from the room where he had interviewed Alan Haas. He told Brenda and Mac a parallel story to his wife’s.

      “I want a face-to-face with him,” Brenda said.

      Alan sat erect in the chair and looked pale yet calm. He smiled faintly at Brenda and then directed his gaze at her when she sat down.

      “Couldn’t you think of a better way to take out your revenge against Mason? Why didn’t you just call him out for who he was? You could have taken all of this to the police in Brussels and had it dealt with in a legal way.” She paused, watching him think this over. “You had a great business of your own and people around here took to your products well. You had a future ahead of you. Why would you ruin all that? Why didn’t you just turn him into the police?”

      “Why?” Alan said quietly. “What could we even prove? He didn’t hold the gun to my parents’ heads, did he? Everything was just rumors and hearsay. Besides, why did he have the right to live when my parents’ lives ended in desperation?” He looked at her with defiance. “They were good people. Besides, court proceedings would have taken months, if not years. Mason’s business dealings spanned the globe. Who else would he have driven off the deep end? I’ll miss seeing how things could have turned out for Sara and me, but I think she’ll agree revenge is satisfying, too.”

      “You and Sara not only lied about discovering the body, you also lied about seeing two shadows running away. You didn’t even protest when you realized Jake and the Cabots had been arrested for the murder. What about Jake’s reputation in particular?”

      “They were collateral damage. I knew eventually they would be exonerated, though I hear now that the Cabots aren’t so innocent in other matters…”

      Brenda didn’t touch on that. It was no business of Alan Haas’ to know if the law was aware of their crime sprees or not.

      “I’m surprised Mason didn’t recognize you and Sara.”

      “We had never met him,” Alan shrugged. “I’m not sure if he even picked up on our last names, for that matter.”

      Brenda felt a deep sadness stemming from the loss of Mason’s life at the hands of this strange couple, who had thrown away their own successful lives for petty revenge. Mason might not have been a good person, but neither Sara and Alan nor Thomas Kelly were in charge of meting out justice and judgment upon him.

      Mac told her later that Thomas stole one of Jake’s bolo ties from his room. Thomas believed the young couple deserved freedom to go forward with their lives. He felt worse about their blunder in hiding evidence than he did anything else.

      “I suppose we will always be shocked when trying to figure people out,” Brenda said. “It seems everyone has hidden demons lurking inside.”

      “Everyone except us,” Mac said. Brenda nodded, pondering the twisted motivations that her guests had been hiding for so long.

      By the time they returned to the bed and breakfast much later that night, the moon was high in the sky and stars twinkled down on the little town. Sheffield Bed and Breakfast’s lights gleamed in the darkness as Mac and Brenda walked to their cottage around the rear of the property.

      “No matter what, we always have this peace to return to,” Brenda said and yawned sleepily. Mac embraced her and dropped a gentle kiss on the top of her head. In the distance, the ocean waves lapped quietly against the seawall.

      “We’re both going to sleep well tonight, I think,” he echoed in a yawn, unlocking the door and letting them in. To his surprise, Brenda hung up her jacket and reached for a folder of clippings on the coffee table.

      “Actually, can we chat about my father’s wedding reception? I have so much on my mind. Let me just show you a few plans I’ve been cooking up. Do you think he and Morgan will like a rose theme or…” She stopped shuffling through menus and sketches of wedding décor at the kitchen table. “Hey, where are you going?”

      Mac only kicked off his shoes and headed down the hallway toward their bedroom, where he landed face-down in his pillow, fully clothed. Sleep quickly came to overtake him like a wave. He would have to give up ever understanding Brenda’s tireless enthusiasm for wedding and party planning after engaging in difficult detective work.

      When Brenda followed him into the bedroom and saw him lying there half-asleep, she felt a smile touch her lips. She snuggled up next to him. “I hear you, Mac. Maybe in the morning.” She kissed his cheek as he dropped off to sleep, and she sighed with happiness to have a partner and husband like Mac at her side.
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