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I pushed the final tray of cinnamon rolls into the oven and smiled.  "That should be it," I said, wiping the sweat from my brow with the back of my sleeve.

Nate came over, laughing.  "You have a little smudge of something," he said, reaching up with his tanned fingers to brush my forehead.

"Oh, did I get something on me—" I started to say as I looked into the polished, stainless steel cabinet door in Bitter Beans' industrial kitchen.  "You JERK!" I laughed.  He had left a trail of flour all over my face. 

I dusted my hand and darted towards him.  He reached out and grabbed my arm, but not before I managed to leave a white streak across his cheek.  He caught me around the waist and folded me up into a bear hug, planting a kiss squarely on my lips.

Life was good.

A little over a month ago, Nate came into my life.  As a graduation "gift," my mom had sent me to work at my Granny's coffee shop in Seaside rather than to Paris to train at the Cordon Bleu.  She felt I needed a lesson in the harsh realities of owning a small bakery before I devoted my life to the food industry.  I was gearing up for the worst summer in history when Nate walked through the door of Bitter Beans.  Tall, tanned, and broad-shouldered, he was totally swoon-worthy.  Sure, there had been a little speed bump when his Uncle Byron had been murdered and Nate had been accused of doing it, and then the real murderer, Jake, had tried to kill me.  But once we got through that... I mean, sometimes strange circumstances bring people together, and the circumstances we had been through totally maxed out the strange part of the equation.  It had only been a month, but already, he was the best boyfriend I'd ever had.

"You taste like flour!" I protested, giggling as I pretended like I wanted to get away.

"Have I ever mentioned how sexy you look in a hairnet?" he asked as he wiped his dusty cheek against mine.  

I squealed as his morning bristle tickled my face, and then he let me go.  I wasn't really ready to go yet, though.  Instead, I leaned against him and heaved a happy, contented sigh.

"Thank you for helping with the morning bake," I said.  The kitchen smelled of cinnamon and vanilla and all things good.

"I don't know if I helped or hindered," Nate confessed.

"Anytime you're around, it is a bigger help than you could possibly imagine," I reassured him, booping him sweetly in the nose.  I reminded myself to ask him someday about his nose.  It was sort of flat and crooked, like maybe it had gotten broken at some point.  I loved its imperfection.  

I walked over to the rolling rack and did a quick inventory count so I wouldn't have to guess how much to make tomorrow.

"Do you think we have enough?" Nate asked.  He took his net off and ran his fingers through his floppy, chestnut hair.  "I had no idea the Founders' Festival was such a big deal."

Each year, the island hosts a huge summer fair.  Back in the day, the founding family, a.k.a. Nate's forbearers, footed the bill for a week-long fling.  The purpose was to introduce people from the mainland to all the cool stuff on the island.  The ocean breezes were an added bonus in the days before air-conditioning.  

Attendance at the festival grew over the decades.  Now the vendors paid the city of Seaside for the privilege to come, rather than having to be bribed by the Edwards family.  Food trucks and carnival rides came over from the mainland.  Local artisans sold their goods, crafty types sold masterpieces held together with hot glue and yarn, and there was even a row for folks who thought their family's secret recipes deserved to be shared with the world.  I was, technically, a pro baker now, so was disqualified from entering.  As I put the last tray of muffins on the cart, I knew it was for the best.  I would have swept the competition.  

There were bands every night and a dance floor for everyone to let off some steam.  It was a ton of fun, but a lot of work for those of us locals trying to keep up with the ever-growing party.  Though the fair took place a few blocks deeper into the island, everyone had to pass by Main Street to get there, turning the Founders' Festival into Seaside's version of Black Friday.  

"Your grandma comes back today, right?" asked Nate, wiping down the kitchen island.  "Do you need me to stay to help?"

I waved away his concern as I pushed my wares into the shop.  "It'll just be a couple hours.  She arrives on the morning ferry."  

Business had boomed so much yesterday, we only had enough supplies to do the morning batch.  Granny had said with great pride it was a total first, and she credited my tasty treats for bringing in the tourists.  We'll just ignore that I learned almost everything about baking from her.  

But that meant Granny had to go over to the mainland last night to restock.  Since the ferry only comes twice a day, it meant the soonest she could get back was with the morning rush, which left me in charge.  While not a huge deal, cleaning up last night and then being up at 4 AM to do the baking wasn't the most fun a girl can have.  Fortunately, I had this awesome boyfriend who came over to help without even being asked.

"Never thought I'd have a whole holiday dedicated to... well... me..." said Nate, musing as he followed me and wandered into the bookstore area of Bitter Beans.  

Bitter Beans had an old general store vibe in homage to the history of the building.  It was dark paneled and had dark shelves loaded up with books and high-end gifts – bejeweled reading glasses and pewter inkwells.  There were wooden tables and chairs by the large, paned glass window that ran along the front.  A couple tables had checkerboards and games painted on their tops.  

And then there was Captain's chair.  

Captain was Granny's orange-striped tabby.  He was a teeny little thing.  His growth was stunted as a wee babe and now we lovingly referred to him as a perma-kitten.  He was quite the local celebrity.  Whenever Granny rode her bike around town, he'd hop into the basket or climb onto her shoulders, and all the tourists would lose their minds.  I think everyone who had ever visited the island had taken a picture with Captain.  He even had his own hashtag.

Captain, currently, was curled up on his special chair with his special red cushion, sleeping off his nightly patrol of Bitter Beans.  It was hard to be a cat. 

Nate gave Captain a scratch under the chin.  "We should rename it Captain's Festival, huh?" which elicited a sleepy "meow" of agreement. 

I laughed as I began loading up the pastry case.  "Before you begin this rebranding effort, it's a holiday honoring your great-great-grandparents.  Don't go selling them out because that ball of fluff is manipulating your emotions with his raw adorableness."

"I wonder what they'll do when I'm gone," he mused.  "Being the last Founder and all.  Think they'll put a statue of me up next to the ferry station?" he joked.  "I'd like to look like this."  He put his leg up on one of our old-timey, western looking chairs and struck a heroic pose.

I gave him a sly look.  "I hear Georgia is working on one of your Uncle Byron, melting down all the ferry tokens for the metal."

Nate groaned.  Georgia was a grumpy woman who worked in the ferry terminal's tollbooth.  She had it in for Nate from the moment he arrived and, evidently, really held a torch for Nate's uncle.  She was convinced they were having a secret love affair and that Byron had promised to leave the Edwards fortune to her.

As if invoking her name caused her to appear, the bell over the door to the shop tinkled, and Georgia hauled her lumbering frame into the shop.  Georgia had short, frizzy hair that was once strawberry-blonde, but her white roots showed that color was long gone and she couldn't be bothered to keep it up.  Her face was squashed like a bulldog, and like the once-mighty bulldog, her breathing came in gasps and snorts.  She wore round, red plastic glasses on her piggy nose.  Her mouth was open to breathe and showed off her yellowed, crowded teeth.  Though she was in her mid- to late-forties, she had done some hard living and the passing time had not been kind.  Before you start getting all soft and sympathetic, my Granny has always said people get the face they deserve.  You spot a person with crow's-feet and laugh lines, you know that they've lived a life of love and laughter.  But Georgia's face was fixed in a permanent scowl.  It takes a lot of frowning to get a face that mean. 

"Oh, good morning, Georgia," I said, a little surprised to have her barge into the shop when the closed sign was hanging in the window.  "We're not quite open yet."

"Your granny's not in, is she?" Georgia snapped, completely not getting the hint.

"No, no... she went into town last night and will be back on the first ferry."

Georgia smiled.  It was not a pleasant smile. "Well, I have just written a book."

It was so out of left field, I didn't even know how to respond.  "You have?" I said with some surprise, trying to imbue my voice with some semblance of faux support.

Georgia held it out.  The cover looked like something someone designed on MS Paint.  It featured a queen bee wearing a tiara with Georgia's face pasted onto it.  

"It's a bit of a history of the island," she explained proudly.  She leaned forward to make sure I understood the next part.  "From the viewpoint of the woman who sees everything that goes on, and knows exactly where everyone is and everyone isn't, and what they are all up to."

"A woman who didn't know your granny wasn't here," Nate muttered under his breath as he put the cakes into the case.

"What was that, Nate?" Georgia asked, sharply.  He gave her an innocent "What?" face as he disappeared into the kitchen to "helpfully" grab the other cart, leaving me alone by myself with this woman.  Traitor.  

Georgia stroked the cover of her book and then clutched it to her sagging bosom.  She called out to him so he could hear her even though he was in the other room.  "I've got a bit about your dearly departed uncle in here.  He was the rightful heir to this island, after all.  He was very special to me, and I wrote down all of my memories of him when we were younger.  He never said it, but I saw how he looked at me.  Smitten.  He was smitten."

"I can hardly wait to learn more about him," shouted Nate.

"I always knew one day that we would be married.  He even said once that he wanted to whisk me away to live in that house of his you're squatting in now."

Nate sighed as he wheeled in the baked goods.  He stopped, resting his hands on the top of the case.  "Georgia, as my lawyer has told you multiple times in writing, the house belongs to my family and was passed down to me."

She gave him a sniff.  "I used the wrong word.  I meant, living in right now."  She put the book on the counter.  She tapped a fat finger on the cover and spoke to me.  "I thought I'd bring your Granny an advance review copy.  That's what all the fancy authors call these.  I've bought a box of 1,000, so if she needs more, tell her she is welcome to buy as many as she would like from my booth at the fair tomorrow.  I think it is going to be a New York Times bestseller, and she's probably going to want to have some copies to sell here at Bitter Beans."

I took the book and placed it on a shelf behind the register.  "I will let her know," I replied.  From the look on Georgia's face, I realized she was a little hurt I wasn't putting it out for everyone to see and begging her to tell me all the stories inside.  "Just setting it back here so it doesn't get ruined by some tourist before we can set up a proper display for it.  I'll make sure to send Granny over to your booth!  I'm sure she'll want a few more copies."

"I'm sure she will."  Georgia's pinched, tiny mouth tilted ever so slightly up at the corners.  "I'm making an author appearance.  Doing a signing at the festival.  I expect to sell out before the day is done."

"Well, we shall have to act fast then, won't we?  Best of luck to you!" I said, trying to will her with my mind to walk out the door.  

Nate had the wherewithal to bring up an important point.  "Who will be minding the ticket booth?  We're going to have a lot of people wanting to buy fares this week.  Did you inform your supervisor you needed coverage?"

Georgia dismissed his concerns.  "Oh, we're bringing over a girl from the mainland.  She's coming this morning so I can train her.  It's a complicated job and I hope she's sharp enough to understand all the nuances of what I do."  Georgia glared at me and tapped the counter with her stained pointer finger.  "You make sure to give that granny of yours that book.  She's really going to be interested, I'm sure!"  She moved her hulking towards the exit.  "In fact, I bet she'll be dying to read it."

She cackled a bit as she opened the door, the bell tinkling once again as she left.

I turned to Nate.  "Well, that wasn't creepy at all." 
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Granny sailed in moments after the ferry docked, turquoise purse dangling stylishly from her wrist.  She was wearing a silk magenta tank top and bright yellow Capri pants.  Even on a harried shopping trip, she always managed to look like a million dollars.  I tried to tuck the escaped tendrils of my light-brown hair back into my ponytail as I rang up the next person in line.

Granny walked around the counter, placed a kiss on my cheek, and then untied the flowered scarf she had wrapped around her tall, black hairdo.  She grabbed an apron from a peg on the wall and smiled at the next person in line.  "And how can I help you?"

Just seeing there was another person behind the counter seemed to fill those in full-on caffeine withdrawal delirium tremens with hope.  It was like the entire room took a great big sigh of relief.  Or maybe it was just me.  I had no idea how Granny took care of Bitter Beans for so many years by herself.  I mean, sure, my mom and I would come and help every summer, but not for long.  Granny did it every day, including the baking.  Just a week ago, things were light enough that we could split the shifts – I took the morning, she took the afternoon.  But with the Founders' Festival in full swing, the rest of July was going to be the pits.  I mean, it was great that things were busy and, as Granny reminded me, the money she made during these weeks pretty much bankrolled the rest of the year.  But still.

"How did the trip go?" I asked her as I finished ringing up the next person in line.

The milk steamer hissed as she whipped together two double-shot lattes without breaking a sweat.

"Nothing like a little shopping holiday to put the hot back in the trot."

"You went to the bulk warehouse and bought food," I reminded her.

"Buying vats of chocolate bigger than my hips is more fun than a trip to Macy's in Herald Square," she declared, putting the drinks on the counter for the tourists.

A lady came up to the counter, her arms full of books and knickknacks from the shop.  Granny was going to have to place a supply reorder for those, too.  As I rang her up, I said to Granny, "Georgia stopped by."

"And what did that old ninny want?" Granny asked.  "Come to spread her sunshine and happiness in case we were feeling too good about life?"

"She actually dropped a book off for you," I said.  I pointed at it under the counter.  "She said she wrote a history of the island and wanted you to read it.  She hinted that she would like us to carry copies in the shop."

"I'll make sure to put it on a 'special' display just for her," said Granny, winking and pointing to the trash can.  "Are you going over to the festival tonight?" she asked.

"I hope so," I replied.  "Are you?"

"I might have a hot date," she answered.

"GRANNY!" I replied, feigning shock.

She snapped me with a dishtowel.  "Granny's got her groove back."

I laughed.  "Anyone I know?"

"Just a sweet young thing I met on the boat.  We're gonna test the batteries on his pacemaker."  

I turned to back to the counter to ring up the next customer, and my laugh died in my throat.  All the joy and mirth in the room was washed away like someone had dumped a bucket of cold ice water on our party.   

For standing there, right in front of me, his face pale and tense with worry, was my ex-boyfriend, Trevor.
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Trevor and I had dated for about six months.  To say he was a charmer was an understatement.  He was full of machismo, his clothes were top of the line and his black, curly hair was always styled like something straight out of a GQ magazine.  He was a political science major, and had the kind of charisma that gets a person elected as the ruler of small tropical islands and revered as a god.  He was smart and funny and the person everyone wanted to be around.

I had really loved him.

And that's why it had broken my heart when he thought it was time for us to go our separate ways.  

It had been really abrupt and he didn't really give a good reason.  He just said that we weren't right for one another and we should end it before things got more serious.  And then he cut it off.  No "let's be friends" or "I'll see you around."  He disappeared and that was that.  

And, yes, he was right.  We weren't right for one another.  I wanted to become a baker.  He wanted to become the ruler of the free world.  But that still didn't stop the sting.  Sometimes your heart wants something different than what your head tells you is the best thing to do.

But I had left him behind in a city a thousand miles away.  And now here he was, standing right in front of me, on a tiny island, accessible only by ferry.

"Hey Paige!" he said, feigning happiness to see me.

My mouth opened and closed like a guppy as I tried to figure out the appropriate response.  Finally, "What are you doing here?" dropped out.  

"It's not... I..."  He shifted his weight and looked around at the line of people behind him.  "Could I talk to you for a minute?"

Granny at this point had figured out that something was wrong.  She put her arm around my waist.  "Paige?  Is this young man troubling you?"  Her eyes were ballistic missiles, warning him that she would destroy him if he tried anything.

He held up his hands.  "I apologize.  It's not like that at all." He wiped his brow with the back of his hand, I'm not sure whether from the summer's heat or the heat of Granny's judgment.  

"We have customers," Granny stated, pointing to the line.  "If you would like to buy something, you are welcome to make a purchase.  Otherwise, I am going to have to ask you to step aside so we can serve all these kind, understanding people."  She flashed a gracious smile at all of those behind Trevor, making it clear who were the 'haves' and the 'have-nots' of her affections in her shop.

"I just need a minute, Paige," he begged.  There was a note of desperation in there that tore down all my defenses, the jerk.  "Please."

I sighed.  "Granny?  Can you cover for me for a minute?"  I made sure to emphasize the word so Trevor knew he wasn't going to get a second more.

"I'm going to need you back soon," she warned, motioning again to all the waiting customers.  "Things are awfully busy."

Trevor got the hint.  "I promise.  Just for a minute.  Maybe two."

"Oh, now he wants two minutes," Granny grumbled.  "On one of the busiest days of the year, he wants two minutes.  Why not take five?  Why not take an hour?  Why don't I just flip the sign to 'Closed' and we can all have a nice vacation?"

I gave her a smile that only she could see.  It's nice knowing someone has your back.  I knew Trevor would keep on his best behavior.  I kissed Granny on the cheek.  "I'll be back in one minute."

"I'm starting the timer now!" she shouted at me as I ushered Trevor to the table area to find out what he wanted.  

He started sneezing violently.  He looked around and spotted Captain, "Actually, could we step outside?  I'm allergic to cats."

As if I didn't already know we were never meant to be, being allergic to Captain was the nail in the coffin.  "Sure," I replied, opening the door for him.  

The usually quiet main road was now filled with people walking and biking through the town.  A great big banner hung over the street which read, "Seaside Summer Days – Founders'' Festival."  Shade umbrellas dotted the beach, just visible over the top of the dune, and the sounds of a volleyball tournament and music floated in the air.  The storefronts all along Main Street were painted white and fronted by a boardwalk.  Red geraniums hung in planters suspended from the street lights.  The crisp ocean breezes smelled of salt and the sea.  It would have been quite lovely if not for the fact I was standing there with my ex.

I crossed my arms and squared off at him.  "So, did you follow me all the way to an island in the middle of nowhere just to ask me if we could talk?" I asked.

"I am so sorry to have surprised you, Paige," Trevor began.  "I swear, I was surprised myself.  I mean, I just came over on the ferry and I needed a cup of coffee and there you were behind the counter and I just thought it would make things worse if I slunk out."

That made me laugh.  "For future reference, I would have been totally okay with you slinking around without letting me know you were here," I replied.  "You disappeared from my life months ago.  COMPLETELY ghosted me.  Why suddenly decide now was any different?"

"If I could disappear, I totally would have," he admitted.

"And why couldn't you?" I pressed, just waiting for whatever brilliant answer he thought he had.

"Well," he said, shifting uncomfortably again.  "You see..." he continued, having a difficult time getting out the words.

"What is it?"

He pointed down the street to Jake's Place – the local watering hole that was too dive-y for any self-respecting tourist to hang out in.  The windows were covered in wood, and it was kind of an eyesore on Main Street.  The only thing that made it even more of an embarrassment was that its owner, Jake, was a murderer.  He had killed a girl ten years ago and stored her body in the old cannery.  He then killed Byron Edward and the surveyor when they discovered her.  Then he framed Nate and tried to kill me.

The fact Trevor was pointing at it filled me with dread.  "What?" I asked again.

He sighed, placing his hands on his hips.  He kicked at a nail jutting out from the boardwalk.  "Jake was my mom's brother.  I think you probably heard that he... well, he made a pretty big mistake in the past and then made some bigger mistakes recently."

"He tried to kill me," I blurted out.

Trevor's eyes got huge.  "Ah.  Well, I had not heard that little detail."

"Yeah.  He drugged me, followed me home, and then tried to strangle me," I informed him.

"I, really and truly, had no idea," Trevor said, looking absolutely aghast.  "All I know is that he's in jail, probably for the rest of his life, and he owned the tavern, so... I came out to take it over.  I didn't know—"

The whole world slowed, like in one of those horror movies.  "Wait, you're staying here on the island?" I asked, really needing him to say it one more time to make sure I had heard him right.  "Like, permanently?"

"Yeah," he confirmed.  The silence hung between us as the nightmare of this situation came crashing down.  Finally, he just gave an apologetic shrug.  I could tell the horror movie was playing in Trevor's version of this conversation, too.  "If I had any idea what had happened, Paige, I never would have come.  I would have sold it and would have been done with it."

"It's not too late," I offered.

He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands.  "I'm starting to think that might be the right thing to do."

"Wait," I said, realizing that maybe there was more to this story.  "I thought you were running for city council or something.  Why would you even think about coming here?"

I seemed to have hit a sore spot.  His shoulders slumped and he motioned, again, to the bar.  "It's because of Jake.  It happened right at the end of my campaign.  It came out and it doesn't matter that I barely knew my uncle, the guy I was running against grabbed it with both hands and started this smear campaign.  'Local councilman related to a mass murderer.'  It happened two weeks before the election and there just wasn't time to recover.  All anyone knew was what was splashed across the front page of the newspaper.  I couldn't even get a job pushing pencils in a cubicle.  Everywhere I went, it seemed like people were giving me dirty looks or crossing the street like 'mass murderer' was a genetic condition.  So..."  He crossed his arms and stared blankly at the abandoned building.  "I decided to take over the business of the man who ruined my life.  I was thinking it was like... a lemonade out of lemons sort of thing, but maybe I should have just acknowledged this whole situation is a lemon."

Despite everything, I felt bad for Trevor.  I mean, all through our relationship, he had talked about how he wanted was to run for city council.  Politics had been his life.  And now?  He was completely screwed.

"I'm sorry," I said.  And I meant it.  I reached out and touched his arm.  "This entire place is the island of misfit toys."

"Yeah?" he laughed, ruefully.

I felt like I needed to just mention the fallacy of his plan.  "But did you think it was going to be any better for you here on the island?  On an island where all that awfulness went down?"

A little bit of his old self, the self I once really thought was pretty cool, peeked out from beneath the gloom.  "I was thinking that I could change the story.  Maybe if I could make Jake's place a happy place again, I could heal some of the stuff he did."

A light bulb went off in my head, and the little bit of tenderness I had allowed myself went skittering out of the room.  "Which would make a great story for the paper..." I stated, crossing my arms.

He shrugged, not even denying it.  "It wouldn't hurt."

A tiger can't change his stripes, as Granny used to say.  I gave up.  All that was left was to be a grown-up and make the best out of this lousy situation.  "I'm glad you stayed and told me what was going on.  It would have been really weird to see you walking around day after day."

"We're cool?" he asked.

"Yeah," I said, giving him a smile.  "Yeah, we're cool."

He rubbed the back of his neck.  "So... are you seeing anyone?"

And this time, my smile got a little wider, because I had the best answer a jilted girl can give to a hot guy who treated her wrong.  "I am, actually.  He's really special and is really good to me.  I feel very blessed to have met him.  Oh!  Actually, you might have heard of him.  His uncle was your uncle's first victim.  I mean, first recent victim.  After the girl he killed in the cannery."

Trevor closed his eyes and shook his head.  "I really need to think about selling his bar."

I patted him on the shoulder.  "You really should."
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"Ready to go?" Nate asked.

I closed the door to Bitter Beans and waved goodbye to Granny.  She waved back with her brightly manicured hand, but more in a "Shoo!  Get out of here and have some fun!" sort of way.  

The sun was starting to go down and the cold night air was blowing in.  I tugged my sweater on as Nate held the sleeves where my arms could find them.  We were off to a wild night at the Founders' Festival.  And by wild, we had both sworn to try every fried item offered and work our way through the food trucks until we puked.

Nate was full of smiles, shaking hands with everyone in town as we walked down Main Street, completely being the host with the most.  I couldn't help but make comparisons between him and Trevor.  He had come to the island with everyone hating his uncle, but turned those feelings around.  Now Trevor was trying to do the same thing.  I wondered how much forgiveness this place had to offer.

As if my thoughts of Trevor summoned the question, Nate noted as we walked by, "Looks like the plywood is down at Jake's place and there's a light inside."

"Yeah..." I said, really not wanting to go into it all, but knowing that it was probably like a band-aid.  The sooner I told Nate, the better off it would be.  So I did.  I told him all about Trevor and our conversation that afternoon.  By the time I was done, Nate's eyes were as wide as saucers.

"Wait.  So your ex's uncle is the same man who tried to kill you?"

"Yeah..." I said, wrinkling my nose.

"I mean, I've heard about bitter breakups, but using your family to put a hit on your ex..." he half-joked, trying to put a humorous spin on things.  "Is his last name Corleone?"

"Ha ha," I said, giving Nate a shove.  I heaved a big sigh.  "Truth be told, he actually broke up with me."

"AH!" said Nate.  "The one who got away!  And now you're mine!"  He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and gave me a great big kiss on the cheek.

I leaned against him and we walked in silence for a bit.

"Are you okay with him being in town?" asked Nate.

"Sure!" I said, realizing I actually very much was, especially with Nate's arm around me.  "It's fine."

"Is he... well... is he at all like his uncle?"

"He's suave and really good at talking to people, but I don't think he's going to kill anyone anytime soon."

"Well, that's a relief," said Nate.  He smiled at me.  "Just so we're clear, I'm actually totally okay with you liking the guys you dated before me.  I don't even mind if you still have some warm, mushy feelings for the good times."

I looked up into his soft brown eyes.  Just when I thought I couldn't fall even harder for this guy, he had to go and say something awesome like that.  It felt so good to know I could talk to him about anything and that I didn't have to be scared.  "Thanks," I said.

"Jealousy is for jerks, and I am not a jerk."  He cupped my chin with his pointer finger and thumb.  "I love that you are with me because you want to be.  And it makes me glad when people can be friends when things end.  It means they were together because they genuinely liked each other, and left without having to destroy one another."

I lifted my heels so I was on my tiptoes and gave him a gentle kiss.  "You're a good man, Mr. Edward."

"Besides, if he decides to run for city council here on this island, it means I don't have to.  And then you and I can go take that trip to Paris you've been dreaming about!"

I gave him a great, wide grin as I nuzzled into his neck.  "I like this plan of yours."

A husky voice interrupted us.  "Excuse me, are you Nate Edward?"

We both turned.  Standing there was a woman who looked like a supermodel.  She was probably six feet tall in her stiletto heels.  Her smooth, blonde, highlighted hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  Over her shoulder was a purse I'm pretty sure cost more than my entire college tuition.  She held out a perfectly manicured hand, her long, scarlet nails shaped and even.  "I'm Madison Jones."

The way she said it made it sound like the name should mean something to us.

Nate looked at me in confusion and then reached out to take her hand.  "Have we met before?"

She gave him a simpering smile, the kind of smile you give someone who is showing off pictures of their children when you hate kids.  "How silly of me!  Of course you don't know who I am.  I was the point of contact person for your uncle on the development project.  Of the old cannery area?  For the cruise port?  I am so sorry for your loss."

I could suddenly understand why loveless old Byron was willing to sell out all his neighbors if this was the woman showing up on his doorstep asking for favors.

"It's been a very sad time for the entire island," said Nate diplomatically.

Madison reached into her purse and pulled out a great big envelope.  "I hate to have to burden you with all of this in the midst of this tragedy.  I'm sure you have so much to do, but you haven't returned any of our calls or emails or letters.  Your uncle never signed the final documents, and I heard that you were his sole inheritor.  So, if you just want to sign it, I'll get out of your hair."

"Ah..." said Nate, looking from her to me to her again.  "I'm afraid I am still getting a handle on all his affairs and am not quite able to sign anything at this time.  Especially not before I have a lawyer look at it."

Madison stuck out her red lacquered lip in a pout.  "Oh no!  I came all this way..."

"How about I just take those documents from you and I'll give them a look and get back to you?" he offered, reaching out for the envelope.  "Things are just very complicated—"

"There's been a lot of chaos," I added.  Madison was starting to purse her lips.  The last thing we needed was her calling a lawyer.  I tried to lighten the situation with some laughs. "I mean, there's even a woman named Georgia who thought Byron had amended his will to include her.  There is SO much to sort through and it's really important Nate does it right without rushing into things."

"Paige is right.  We're... I mean... I am just trying to get everything in order before I make any major decisions," continued Nate.

Madison reached out and rested her hand on his arm.  "It really is so complicated.  I completely understand.  Perhaps we could meet for tomorrow over coffee and I could go over everything with you."

"That would be great," said Nate.

"There's a café and then the cutest little coffee shop called Bitter Beans—"  The way she said the name of Granny's shop made it sound like it was the most hipster adorable name she had ever heard.

"Oh!  That's where I work," I offered.

She glanced at me from head to toe.  "There's also a place down the street owned by a lady named Yvette.  How about we meet at her café at 11 AM?"

"I really don't think—" Nate began.

She continued on as if she hadn't heard his protest.  "This is a huge project and a lot is at stake.  Promises were made and I just want to make sure you don't make a decision that might put you in legal jeopardy.  Just meet with me and we can talk through what was signed and what wasn't and how we can all best proceed.  11 AM at the café.  Ciao!"  She waved over her shoulder as she started to walk away.  Then she stopped herself and turned back.  "There was a woman named Georgia who said there was a second will?"

"She was just joking around," I answered, not sure if I had just said something that was going to get Nate into big trouble.  "She does that.  She jokes around."

"How funny," said Madison, cocking her head and her hip.  "And where does she work?  At the Bitter Beans with you?"

"No, at the ferry terminal," I blurted out before realizing I needed to shut my mouth before I said anything else.

Madison smiled.  "She sounds like a real hoot," she said.  "I'll have to stop by and say hello.  Ciao!"  And this time, she really did turn and leave.

Nate and I stood there watching as she disappeared, both feeling like we had been hit by a steamroller.

"I don't like that woman," I said.

"I don't like her at all," said Nate.
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The next day was rough.  We had stayed up late at the party and by the time I rolled into my little bed at my cottage, it felt like it was time to roll out of bed to start making cinnamon rolls.

Yawning, I went through the motions. The dough was as flat as I was feeling and about as tough as I knew the day was going to be.  I sighed.  I didn't have time to throw the pan away and start again.  I'd make another batch later when I was feeling more with it.  I guess the good thing about working in a coffee shop is that you have access to all the caffeine you need to survive.

Granny came down, dressed and ready to go for the day.  She fired up the coffeemaker to make her morning brew and shook her head as she saw me.  "You look like you had a little too much fun last night."

"That's about the size of it," I replied.

She smiled.  "Good.  That's exactly what someone your age should be doing.  Once the morning crowd lightens up, you get on home and get yourself a nap this afternoon."

I flung my arms around her neck.  "I love you so much right now, I can't even tell you."

She patted my forearm and pulled away.  "Good.  Because you're not going to love me so much when I tell you what I'm about to do."

"Oh no..." I said.

She gave me a smile, but this time it was a little tighter and I could see, now that I wasn't absorbed in my own misery, that something was off.  "Did you have a chance to read through Georgia's book yesterday?"

"No," I said, my brows slowly knitting as I got the sense things weren't right.

"She said some awfully mean things in there," said Granny.

"Oh," I replied.

"I'm thinking I might need to go buy her stock of books for the shop so she doesn't have any to sell at her table today."

"Oh... it's that bad?"

Granny pursed her lips.  "It doesn't matter if it is truth or fiction.  It'd be best to cut down on this particular bit of Seaside gossip if we can avoid it."

"What did she say?"

Granny grabbed a box and started putting some treats inside.  "Oh, nothing," she replied, shaking her head.  "She's always been a dramatic girl, ever since she was a child.  I mean, her family has always been a mess, but she said some things in there... Well, let's just say her views are a little skewed and she should have left quite a bit to lie where they lay."

"It must be bad if you are bringing her baked goods."

"It's that bad," said Granny.

"My cinnamon rolls are kind of terrible this morning," I confessed.

"Well, this was a bad day for the dough to decide not to cooperate," said Granny.  Her easy demeanor slipped.  "I could kill that woman!" she suddenly exclaimed, banging her fist on the counter.

I had not expected that outburst.  "What is it?" I asked, reaching out to her.

But she didn't want comfort.  She collected herself, head held high, grabbed her purse, and walked towards the door.  "I'm going to go have a little chat with Georgia and I hope tonight, we'll have enough paper to have ourselves a big family bonfire on the beach.  How does that sound?"

"I'll bring the marshmallows," I replied.

But she hadn't even waited to hear me.  She was out the door before the last words left my mouth.

Captain came tiptoeing over, the tip of his tail swishing nervously.  "Brrrrow?" he asked.

"I have no idea, Captain," I answered.  "But whatever it is, it is bad."
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Granny was back in time for our 8 AM opening with just seconds to spare.  In fact, she flipped the sign as she walked through the door.  She led the jostling throng of pre-morning ferry riders and regular island caffeine addicts into the shop.  The line went all the way back to the door.  I didn't even get a chance to ask Granny how it went.  From the look on her face, she didn't want to talk about it, so I left it alone.  The post-morning ferry traffic then arrived and we were swamped again.  When finally the last of the sleepy people had been served and folks were starting to think that it was more time for lunch than breakfast, Granny shooed me away. 

"Go get that nap of yours," she said.  "I have a feeling I'm going to need you to take over this afternoon."

"Did it go okay?" I asked.

"I think I solved the problem," she said.  But her eyes shifted nervously towards the door, she sure didn't seem like she believed her own words.  She shoved a bunch of the cinnamon rolls into a bag.  "Why don't you give these to Johnny?  See how that poor thing is doing."

I took the bag.  I would have said more, but the bell over the door tinkled and Granny was back into whirlwind mode.  I scratched Captain on the head as I walked out the front door.  I'd have to find out later how things went down with Georgia.

The sun was so bright.  I couldn't stifle the yawn as I looked down at my watch.  It was 11 AM which meant Nate was at lunch with that Madison girl.  I hoped he was having a better day than I was.  There's nothing like a little nap on the beach, though, to make the whole world right.  I knew that Johnny would trade me an umbrella for my bag of cinnamon rolls, no matter how bad they were.  

As I walked past the terminal ticket booth, I looked inside so I could give Georgia a dirty look, but her head was lolled back on her seat and she was fast asleep.  I wondered if there was a hotline where I could report her as sleeping on the job.  Not that there was anything to report.  The ferry only came twice a day, so the only thing she had to do in between times was answer questions.  And she was so hateful, no one ever asked her any questions.

I continued down the street and over the dune.  Now that summer was in full swing, Johnny's dive shop was hopping.  Even his drunk of a dad showed up to put in a few hours of work at the shack.  I'm not sure if it helped or scared off the tourists.  His dad, Doyle, had a face that was ruddy and weathered.  He sported stubble that never seemed to get shaved.  He had shoulder-length blonde hair like Johnny, but it was stringy and he was balding on the top.  He wore cutoff Levi shorts and a tank top that said, "Need Tickets to the Gun Show?" with two arrows pointing at his chicken arms.  He was not aware he was wearing it ironically.

But despite it all, Johnny was in great spirits.  "PAIGE!" he called, waving at me.

I smiled and trudged through the sand.  I held out the bag.  "Any chance I could trade this for an umbrella and a beach towel?"

"Paige Comber cinnamon rolls for an umbrella?  Shoot.  I'd throw in a whole tank of air and some flippers, too," replied Johnny, reaching out and taking the bag.

Doyle gave me a sideways glance and slammed the cash register drawer closed accusingly, but he didn't say anything.  Johnny was the only reason he got his nightly beer money, and he knew to keep his mouth shut.

Johnny opened the top of the bag and shoved his nose in the hole.  His eyes rolled back in ecstasy and then closed.  "It's like... you were reading my mind."   He then opened his eyes and squinted curiously at me.  "Were you reading my mind?"

"No," I confessed.  "I don't seem to have those powers."

"Wow," he replied like he was blown away by my answer.  "Then... like... how did you know that I wanted some cinnamon rolls and didn't have any money to buy some?"

"My granny thought you might appreciate them."

"WHOA!  Was... like... SHE reading my mind?"

"Maybe so, Johnny," I answered, unable to keep away a smile.

"That would make sense." He nodded to himself as he accepted what was, in his mind, the only logical conclusion.  "I'm sending her a thank you with my brain right now.  I'll check later to see if she got it."

"Sounds good, Johnny," I said, picking up one of the umbrellas.  I paused for a moment and then turned to Johnny's dad.  We didn't talk much if we didn't need to, but my Granny was so upset.  It dawned on me that misery likes company and aside from Georgia, he was the most miserable person on the island.  Maybe he knew what was going on.  "Um... So... Georgia came to my Granny and said that she had some old gossip or something.  It really upset my Granny.  Have you ever heard of anything going on between them?"

Doyle spat on the ground.  I think he was still a little miffed that Johnny had given away some business.  That, or he was still recovering from his daily hangover.  Johnny pulled out a cinnamon roll and made it dance in front of his dad's face, as if he thought that might make his day better.  Instead, his dad just growled and batted it away.  "Get that thing away from me.  It makes me want to throw up."

Chalk up his foul mood to his hangover.

"So, do you know anything that went on between them?" I repeated, trying to get him back on track.

Johnny plunked himself down on the counter and shoved as much of the cinnamon roll into his mouth as he could manage.  His dad took out a pack of Marlboro Reds, but Johnny stopped him.  "Not around the oxygen tanks, Dad," he reminded him.

"I'm just going to stick it in my mouth," he replied.  "I'm not stupid.  I've been working this shack for longer than you've been born.  I'm just taking the edge off.  I'm not going to light it."

But I noticed he had his lighter in the palm of his hand and was trying to sneak it back into his pocket.

Doyle squinted up at the ceiling.  "Your Granny and Georgia, huh?  Yeah, Cindy and Georgia never liked each other."

"Who is Cindy?" asked Johnny, suddenly confused.

"Her grandmother," replied his dad, like Johnny was the dumbest creature to go walking around on two legs.

It completely slid off Johnny's back.  "OH!" he said, and then dug into the bag for more cinnamon rolls.

"Yeah, they never liked each other."  And then Doyle got up with finality, like that was all there was to say about that.

"No idea why?" I asked.

"You ask me, Cindy went sticking her nose where it didn't belong and Georgia wasn't so appreciative.  But, I'm not your Granny's keeper.  Whatever bone those two women want to pick is between them.  I would advise you to leave them to it and don't go repeating your family's mistakes," said Doyle.  "Now, I got customers that you're scaring off, so if you could leave..."

I looked around.  There was no one, but whatever.  That was Johnny's dad.  

"Thanks for your help," I replied. 

Johnny gave me a shrug like, "Whaddya gonna do?" and then shoved another bite of my roll into his mouth.

I took the umbrella and headed down to the beach.  People were out playing in the waves and catching some sun.  I spread out my towel, set my alarm for an hour, and closed my eyes.  I felt a million times better when the alarm went off.  When I returned the umbrella, Doyle was gone, but Johnny was explaining to someone how to put fins on their feet, so I figured he needed all his concentration.

As I walked back, I saw Doyle leaning against a light post near the ferry terminal, having his smoke.  But rather than it looking like a moment of peace and relaxation, he was staring intensely at a large crowd gathered around the ticket booth.  As I got closer, I realized there was yellow tape all around it and Officers Stan and Fred were waving people away.  I stood on my tiptoes and tried to look in.  Georgia was still in the exact same position as she had been when I passed by earlier, her head hanging back and her jaw hanging open.  

It was then that I realized she was dead.

Doyle came up behind me.  I smelled him before I saw him.

"Yeah," he observed.  "Your Granny never liked that woman."
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I pushed my way to the front of the crowd.  I couldn't believe it.  I looked at Stan and Fred and asked, "What happened?"

"What do you think happened?" asked Fred.  "She DIED.  And it looks like it might have been A MURDER."  The entire crowd began muttered to each other in excitement and Officer Fred was eating it up.  "Now everyone stand back!  Stand back!  We're going to have to interview some witnesses and we don't want to contaminate the CRIME SCENE."

"I just saw her," I blurted out.  "I walked by about an hour ago."

"WAS SHE ALIVE WHEN YOU SAW HER?" shouted Officer Fred, pointing a finger in my face.

I pulled away.  "I don't know!  She looked just like she does now."

Fred and Stan squinted their eyes and looked at each other.  Slowly, they nodded in unison.  

"So.  She was dead an hour ago..." repeated Stan.

"BUT WE FOUND AN EMPTY BOX IN HER BOOTH FROM YOUR BAKERY!  DID YOU KILL HER?  WHO ARE YOU PROTECTING?" Fred shouted at me.

"I didn't kill her!" I replied, backing away.  "I didn't even give her that box!"

"Then HOW did she get the box?" asked Stan.  He didn't seem to know he was supposed to be playing the good cop in this scene.  I think they both just enjoyed playing bad cop so much, they forgot.

"My Granny brought some cinnamon rolls over to her this morning," I answered.

"Aaaaahhh... so your GRANNY brought over the box of deadly carbohydrates..." said Stan.  He pointed his finger in my face.  "TELL HER NOT TO LEAVE TOWN."

"Why would she leave town?" I asked.  "It's Founders' Festival."

"Just tell her that we say so!" Fred piled on.

"Don't you want to tell her yourself?" I mentioned.

"We have A LOT OF WORK to do," said Stan.

"SO MUCH WORK!" added Fred.

"Here at the crime scene.  And we have to do it all before the evening ferry."

"So we'll be really busy."

"So, just tell your Granny that she can't leave on the evening ferry."

"You could just not sell her a ticket...?" I pointed out.

"STOP TRYING TO CORRUPT THE JUDICIAL SYSTEM!" shouted Fred.

"I'm not!  I'm not," I replied.

"Her Granny really hated that woman," said Doyle, taking a long drag off his cigarette.  He blinked the smoke out of his eyes.  "I wonder if she hated her enough to kill her.  You said that they had an argument this morning, didn't you, Paige?"

You could always count on Doyle to stir the pot.  "They had a conversation.  Nothing to KILL a person for," I said.  "This is my grandmother we're talking about."  

"We'll be over to talk to your Granny after we get this crime scene secure," said Officer Stan.

"What if Georgia just had a heart attack?" I asked.  "Georgia was not exactly the healthiest person in the world."

"NOW YOU'RE DISPARAGING THE DEAD??" shouted Officer Fred.  "Very suspicious indeed...."

I pointed at Georgia.  "She sat inside a glass box twelve hours a day."

"We'll leave that to the coroner to decide," Stan stated.

"DO WE LOOK LIKE CORONERS?" asked Officer Fred.

I just turned and walked away.  Not even a month ago, these idiots had falsely accused me of killing the surveyor.  They had falsely accused Nate of killing his uncle.  They had falsely accused Tim, the bait shop owner of killing everyone... okay, that one was sort of my fault.  I had told them it was him and was super wrong.

But still.

As I walked down the street, the face of another person I didn't particularly want to deal with today stepped into view.  The door to Jake's bar opened and Trevor came out pushing a broom.  He looked out at the hubbub and seemed confused, and then he spotted me.  "What's going on, Paige?"

"Oh, the woman who worked in the ticket booth was found dead.  They think it might be a murder."

Trevor suddenly seemed scared.  He slowly and deliberately leaned his broom against the side of his bar.  "They wouldn't think it was me, would they?"

I was flabbergasted this was his first response.  "Why would they think it was you?" I replied.

He looked at me like I was the idiot.  "Because my uncle was a mass murderer, and the day after I show up in town, someone dies."

"Oh," I said, suddenly seeing things from his point of view.  "Yeah.  That does look bad."

"I don't even have anyone to vouch for me," he continued.  He reached up and gripped his curly black hair with his two hands.  It looked like the poor guy was going into PTSD-related shock.  "I thought coming here would stop all this madness from happening."

I remembered how bad it felt to have been accused of killing the surveyor.  It was a hell no one should go through.  And to have all your dreams destroyed because some relative you barely knew was a psychopath?  I reached out and rested my hand on Trevor's forearm.  "Listen, why don't you come with me over to Bitter Beans?  I'll buy you a cup of tea.  I promise not to accuse you of anything."

He relaxed a little and then nodded.  I waited as he put his broom back inside and locked the door.

"You don't really have to lock up around here," I mentioned.

"You just had a woman maybe murdered in a tollbooth in broad daylight.  I'm going to lock my front door."

He had a point.

As we walked away, I glanced back and saw Doyle staring after us.  He lit a second cigarette from the embers of the one in his mouth, his eyes never wavering.
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We walked into Bitter Beans and Granny was leaning against the counter.  Usually, her face would light up whenever I walked in the door, but not this time.  It wasn't that she was upset to see me, just that she was lost in thought.

"Hey, Granny!" I called out.

She looked up, tired.  "You're back so soon," she remarked.

"Um... yeah," I said.  I hooked my thumb.  "You remember Trevor, don't you?  From yesterday?"

He gave a brave smile and a little wave.  "Good to see you again."

She gave him a little nod of the head.  Whatever was going on had taken out all of her sass.  She couldn't even be bothered to grill Trevor to find out if things were okay between us.  

"I'm going to get him a tea," I informed her as I walked around the edge of the counter.  Trevor faded into the shelves of books, I think believing that if he was out of sight, he would stay out of mind.  "You won't believe what just happened," I said to Granny as I pulled a paper cup off the stack and started filling it with water.

But before I could say anymore, in walked Granny's posse, a group of three ladies who were Granny's best friends – Wanda, who owned the souvenir shop; Holly, owner of the general store; and Marnie, yarn and craft store proprietor.  There wasn't a thing that has ever happened in Seaside that they didn't know about.  They had heard about it, discussed it, and come to their conclusions on how it should be handled before 99% of the population had even heard about it in the first place.

"Did you hear?" asked Wanda.  Her short, spiky hair was dyed blue this month and she was wearing a t-shirt from her souvenir shop that read Mermaids Never Age. These Are Water Wrinkles.  

Holly gripped her travel mug in horror at the scandal.  "Georgia has been murdered!" she said, emphatically enough to knock her glasses off the tip of her nose and cause the knot of her Gibson girl bun to fall off to the side.  

Granny's haggard face suddenly went several shades of pale.  "Georgia was murdered?"  She turned to me.  "Did you know about this?"

"I was just getting ready to tell you when they came in," I assured her as I put Trevor's teabag into the scalding water.  "It just happened."

"Well, that's what Officer Stan and Fred are convinced happened," said Marnie pointedly, taking a sip out of her cup.  With great implied meaning, she flicked her long, gray braid over her shoulder and whispered, "But we all know that Georgia wasn't one to get up from that chair of hers every twenty minutes like the doctors say we should be doing."

The posse started clucking over all the reports that sitting too long could kill you, but that's when Trevor stepped out from behind the bookcase into sight.  A hushed silence fell over the posse as they eyed him up and down.

"You're new in town, aren't you?" Marnie finally said.  It was more of a statement than a question.  "I saw that you were in Jake's place last night.  Are you taking it over?"

"Yes, ma'am," said Trevor, trying to put on his most winning, hearts and minds, politician's smile.

Marnie turned to the posse.  "He called me 'ma'am', isn't he sweet?  Bless his heart."

"So, dear, what brings you to Seaside?" asked Holly.  

Holly is tricky.  You look into her magnified eyes, blinking behind the thick lenses of her wire-rimmed glasses, and she'll make you think she's nothing but a doddering pushover.  You gotta watch yourself around the doddering pushovers in Seaside, though.  They'll make you think they're asking questions because they have your best interests at heart.  And Trevor stepped right into her trap.

"Oh," said Trevor, caught off guard by her winsome manner and gentle voice.  "Well, Jake was my mother's brother—"

That's as many words as he was able to get out.

"You're Jake's NEPHEW??" snapped Wanda.  "Well, don't that beat all.  We've got a regular family reunion of mass murderers in town."

"Wanda!" I said, scandalized.  "Trevor is a good man."

"Oh!  A good man!" said Wanda.  "Have you told Nate how this good man you've let into your shop is related to the fellow that killed his uncle?"

"I barely knew Jake," Trevor protested.

"Suuuuure you didn't," said Wanda, throwing a knowing glance to her co-conspirators.  

But before she could say anything more, she was cut off.  The bell over the door tinkled and a silence fell on the shop.  All eyes turned to see who it was, and then almost simultaneously rolled as they saw it was Officer Stan.  Before the door closed behind him, I saw Johnny's father peering around the doorjamb.  

Officer Stan ran his finger along the table full of trinkets and rapped his knuckles on the stacks of books.

"May I help you with something, Stan?" asked Granny.

He gave her a pointed look.  "Did you sell a bag of cinnamon rolls to Georgia this morning?"

She looked at me and I tried to communicate through my blinking and head jerks to tell the guy the truth because he already knew.

"No," she admitted.  "I brought her a box of cinnamon rolls as a gift."

"So, you are admitting you knew it was a box and not a bag!" he replied like he was a detective in a PBS mystery about to announce the killer.  "And it was a gift, eh?" he asked, dragging out the last syllable accusingly.  "And why would a woman like you be giving a woman like that a gift?"

"We had a little difference of opinion and I was making a peace offering," said Granny.  "No harm in that.  Just trying to be neighborly."

"WE HEARD THE TWO OF YOU HAD AN ARGUMENT!" Officer Stan shouted at her, pointing his finger.

Inwardly, I wondered if he and Fred had been practicing the 'accusation finger point' move in the mirror together, or perhaps held a special day of training, because it seemed to be the only move they knew. 

It had absolutely no effect on Granny.  "Yes," she affirmed, looking at her friends like she couldn't believe the guy.  In unison, they all drank from their cups and tried to pretend like they were very interested in our bookshelves.  "That's exactly what I just told you.  We had a disagreement and I was trying to mend fences."

"Oh," said Officer Stan, suddenly taken aback.  "Well, a woman is dead now and we have a suspicion that she's been poisoned.  Don't you go leaving town until the coroner gets back to us with the results of his lab tests!"

"All right," said Granny.  "I won't."

"Oh," said Officer Stan, suddenly very defeated that Granny was so amenable.  "Are you sure you weren't planning on leaving town?"

"Stan, now why would I leave town?  The only reason I leave town at all anymore is when I need to run to the mainland because we're out of supplies.  No, I was not planning on going anywhere at any time, thank you very much."

"Oh.  Right.  Well.  Don't leave, all the same."  He pulled out a small square of paper from his pocket and unfolded it.  "We found this in her shirt pocket.  I sure didn't like having to reach in there to get it, but I did what the job entailed."

At this point, we were all looking at one another wondering why Officer Stan felt compelled to share with us this little fact.  An awkward silence hung in the room.

"I just don't want you to think I go around enjoying having to touch a dead corpse like Georgia," he explained.  "I had to check the pockets."

"We would hope you would thoroughly investigate a crime scene, Stan," Granny reassured him.

"Well," he said, blushing and slightly embarrassed.  "That's exactly what I was doing.  Investigating the crime scene.  Not doing anything untoward to a corpse, because that would be something I would most definitely not be interested in doing.  Just want to make that clear."

"Right," said Granny, trying to move the conversation along.  "What did you find in her pocket?" she prodded, trying to get him to continue on.

"I found THIS!" he announced, holding up the paper.  "An IOU signed by you and made out to Georgia for over $10,000.  Now.  Tell me.  Why did you owe Georgia $10,000?  Was THIS what you were fighting about?  Was THIS what you didn't want me to discover?"

"Ah," said Granny, coming over and taking the note out of his hand and putting it in her apron.  "She had written a book and had stopped by yesterday to see if we wanted to carry it in our shop.  She couldn't afford to pay for the print run, so I told her I'd finance it and take every copy she had."

"That's a lot of copies of books," mused Stan, breaking his brain as he tried to do the math.

"It was, but we're a community, Stan.  We look out for one another."

Granny's posse nodded and hummed with agreement.  I, however, was feeling completely lost at sea.  There was so much to this story that Granny was not sharing, and I didn't know what to think about that.  What was my Granny hiding?

"And when were you going to pay her this money?" asked Stan.

"I was coming over to do it this afternoon.  I met with her this morning and we agreed to the terms.  Things have been swamped here at the shop and I didn't have a chance to get back to her, but she had my IOU and knew I was good for it."

"No chance she placed the order and then you killed her so that you wouldn't have to pay the money?"

"STAN!" said Granny, scandalized.  "How dare you!"

He shrank, cowed by her accusation of his accusation.  "I'm an officer of the law and no stone should be left unturned."

"Well, you can just put that stone back right where you found it.  You've known me for years."

"I knew Jake for years, too," he pointed out.

"That's different," said Granny primly.  "He was a murderer.  I, however, am not."

"Right.  Well."  He shifted on his feet as he tried to get his power back.  "Just remember..."  He pointed two fingers at his eyes and then swiveled his hand so they were pointed at Granny.  "We have our eye on you."

She rolled her eyes as he tried to back out of the door, but he hit his butt on a table, knocking over our display, and then the doorknob, and it sort of ruined his whole intimidation tactics.  When he left, the entire posse gathered around Granny, clucking and worrying over her.

"Oh, CINDY!  It is JUST AWFUL!" said Marnie.  "Him coming in here and accusing you of killing Georgia!  What would ever make him think such a thing?"

"It's like he doesn't even remember you have lived here your whole life.  Your WHOLE life!  You are a pillar of this community!" said Holly, blinking behind her thick glasses.

"A PILLAR!" repeated Wanda, hitching her hip and shaking her head like Stan was something she found on the bottom of her shoe.  "Who does he think he is?"

Granny waved all their concerns away.  "Oh, Georgia and I have never got along and I'm the easiest target.  And between us girls, not that I would ever wish that anyone die in a booth selling tickets for a ferry, but I'm not particularly devastated to hear that Georgia won't be around to ruin people's first impressions of Seaside."

"She was a wart on the behind of this island," said Marnie, tossing her thick, gray braid over her shoulder for emphasis.  "I'm not one to speak ill of the dead, but there are just some people you're not really that sad to see go."

All four ladies nodded their heads in agreement.

"I mean, she was the welcoming party to our entire town and the last one anyone ever saw when they were leaving," reminded Holly in her sweet voice as she shook her head and sipped her tea.

"It's a wonder anyone ever came back at all!" Marnie added, to which they all murmured in agreement once again.

"This calls for wine!" said Wanda.  "Not celebratory wine," she added.  "I mean, you are, after all, being accused by that nincompoop of murdering the poor woman."  All the women in Granny's posse hid their titters.  "But when a person dies... well... one should raise a glass, don't you think?"  Once again, all the women were on board with her excuse to open up a bottle.  "Leave the shop with Paige!  I've got a box of some good rosé in my back room!"

The posse broke out into an excited hum and started making their way to the door.  

Granny grabbed her bag from the back and called out to Trevor.  "You get that tavern of Jake's up and running quick, you hear?  You've got old ladies tapping into their private stash.  It's a shameful state of affairs when we have to drink boxed wine out of plastic cups."

"There is the wine bar down the street..." I helpfully suggested, but Granny was having none of that.

She waved me away.  "And risk saying something that some tourist thinks should end up shared on Yelp?  We need a place where we can let our hair down and that fancy-pants wine bar is no place for a lady.  Or at least, ladies like us."  Her gal pals laughed in agreement.  She bracingly commanded, "Trevor?  Get on it!"

And with that, Granny and her posse swept out the door, chatting and scandalized by everything that had just happened.

Trevor stared at them long after they had left and then turned to me.  "Sooo... They think I might be a murderer, but they're okay with that as long as I get them a bottle of wine...?"

I shrugged.  "Welcome to Seaside." 
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Chapter Nine
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The afternoon was relatively quiet.  Most of the morning passengers had moved their way onto the hiking and biking trails of the island, or settled in on the sandy beaches.  A few folks came in who had forgotten to bring a book to read on the beach, or needed a cup of coffee to get them through the afternoon.

As I pulled some books out of the backroom to restock the shelves, though, my mind couldn't help but wander to that IOU Stan brought in.  What was Granny doing buying $10,000 worth of books from Georgia?  I kicked myself that I hadn't read the book before I gave it to her.  It was nowhere in sight, and it would be completely wrong to go up to her apartment and snoop around to see if it just happened to be lying about.

I walked back out as the bell tinkled and had to bite back the reactionary curse words about to come out of my mouth when I saw who it was.

"This place is just darling," said Madison, waving her long fingernails in the general direction of our bookshelves and trinkets.  "Just adorable."  She turned to me with a plastic smile on her face.  "Did you help to design it?"

"No," I said.  "It was my granny."

"It is just so... quaint," she emphasized, her eyeballs spacing out a little as she figured out the descriptor she was looking for.

"We're in one of the historic buildings," I explained. "Part of the original settlement.  We tried to preserve everything just as it was one hundred years ago."

"It's like a teeny tiny little old-timey village," she cooed unconvincingly.  She then leaned towards me.  "But just between us girls, don't you sort of yearn for clean modern lines and lots of light?  More of an open floor plan?  I bet it gets awfully dingy in here in the winter.  And the termites you must have?  Do you even have air conditioning?"

"We live on an island," I reminded her.  "We tend to get some nice ocean breezes."

"Well, you are a braver woman than I."  She wrinkled her nose and then plopped her purse on the counter.  "I would be out of here in two seconds.  Or using it as an excuse to be featured on HGTV, because, seriously, let them upper this fixer."  She pulled out her wallet and squinted at the chalkboard where we had all of our drinks listed.  "I'll take a triple-shot skinny latte with some of that yellow sweetener.  Every little bit helps, doesn't it?  Those pounds just creep on, don't they?  I can see you know the struggle.  I bet you have the worst time being surrounded by all this food.  You nibble all day, don't you?"

I didn't even know how to respond.  The woman was bonkers.  I mean, sure, I wasn't a size 00 like Scam-a-lot Barbie standing before me, but I had no interest in being so undernourished a trip up a flight of steps would cause me to pass out.  So, instead, I just smiled and put the whole fat cream into her latte and doubled the sugar packets.  "They say a baker should always taste her wares."

"OH!" said Madison, her eyes widening.  "Did you bake ALL this?  You are a woman of many talents!  I can see why Nate likes you.  What's that old saying?  The way to a man's heart is through his stomach?  Good to see you figured out how to work that angle."

Again, I was left speechless.  Did she really just intimate my lifelong goal to be a professional baker was actually just to try and get a date with some guy I met a few weeks ago?  I bit my tongue as I steamed the milk, hoping the sound of the machine would encourage her to stop talking.  It didn't work.

"So, you and Nate are awfully close, aren't you?"

"Yes," I replied, not elaborating.

"Such a shame.  He is CUTE.  I bet you have to worry about all the girls just throwing themselves at him, don’t you?"

"He and I don't really worry about those sorts of things."

"REALLY," she said, her eyes getting huge again.  "You are more trusting that I would be.  I mean, he is REALLY cute.  And stinking rich.  You landed yourself a catch."

"We like to think both of us lucked out," I stated.

She leaned against the counter and folded her arms, her eyes glancing around the shop.  "Isn't it funny how things just work out to bring the right people together at the right moment?  Like, here he was, ready to walk away from that great development deal his uncle put together, and Nate was all worried this morning about that second will you said Georgia mentioned."

"She wasn't serious about that," I said, making sure to line up the hole of the lid with the seam on the cup so that every time Madison took a drink, it would dribble down her shirt.

"Well, she's dead now, isn't she, so it is just a moot point!" said Madison, taking the cup from me.  "Unless..." she added.  "Unless there was a second will leaving everything to Georgia and she went and left all of her belongings to someone else.  That would sure be embarrassing for Nate, wouldn't it?  Him saying he wasn't interested in the deal, just to find out that maybe he doesn't have a say in it after all, because it was never his to begin with."

"Um... there was a will on file with a lawyer..." I pointed out.

"But who knows what Byron had in that house of his!  The man was a hoarder.  I wouldn't put it past him to have popped a little slip of paper somewhere that no one has found.  We really should have a professional organizer go up there... you know... just to make sure.  It would be terrible if something got misplaced in the scramble to clean it out and it turns out, Georgia was kept from her rightful inheritance."  Madison smiled.  "Well, I should be going.  I want to get some sun before the afternoon ferry comes.  Ciao!" she said, getting in the last word as she walked out the door.

As the bell rang and the door shut behind her, Captain stretched in his chair and tiptoed towards me.  He gave a plaintive little brrrow.

"Now why do you suppose she is so keen on there being a second will?" I mused.  "It is a whole lot of money at risk if Nate doesn't sign the deal.  Do you think there's enough money to make someone do something desperate to make sure it goes through, Captain?  We're talking hundreds of thousands of dollars.  Maybe even millions when it is all said and done.  Do you think that's enough to make someone commit murder?"

He just booped his head on my shin.  I took that as a sign that he agreed with me.
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Chapter Ten
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Granny wasn't home by closing time, which wasn't like her.  I mean, maybe it was and I just didn't know it, but it wasn't normal according to the unofficial schedule she and I usually worked.

I decided I should probably make sure she wasn't passed out in a ditch somewhere or toilet papering someone's house with those hooligans she called her best friends.  I counted out the till and got the place ready for the morning.  4 AM was going to suck.

I pulled down the shades, fed Captain, and then opened the door to Granny's apartment so Captain could settle in upstairs if he felt so inclined.  I dashed off a quick text to Nate asking him if he wanted to take me out for a date, and then left out of the front door and locked it behind me.

We had just passed the longest day of the year by a couple weeks, but Seaside was at a north enough latitude that the sun still hung in the sky.  

I walked down the street, pausing to smile at the people I recognized as customers and knew I would be seeing tomorrow.

There was a little folding table in front of the ticket booth.  I waved to Johnny, who was standing beside it, and he waved at me to come over, so I did.  A cash box and a bunch of tickets were on the table in front of a woman I had originally mistaken for a 13-year old, but who was actually a bit older than Johnny.  She was not even five feet tall and sported the same thick, red glasses that Georgia wore.  I wondered if they were a part of the uniform.

"Paige!" Johnny said.  "Killer news!"

The girl beside him recoiled and I rubbed my forehead with my hand.  "Johnny, you know that Georgia maybe got murdered just a few feet away from where we're now standing.  Maybe a different turn of phrase..."

"OH!" he replied, his eyes getting huge and his tone completely apologetic.  "Man.  I TOTALLY forgot.  Oh man... Yeah."

"Why are you set up at a table in front?"

"OH!  The lights went out on Georgia."

"What?"

"The electricity.  It's shot.  Fred and Stan were collecting evidence and said she blew out the fuse before she died.  Have to get new fuses from the mainland."  He turned to the girl, his demeanor suddenly perking up.  "But meet my new friend!  This is Linda!"

"Hi, Linda," I greeted, sticking out my hand.  "Don't mind Johnny.  He's been hit on the head a couple of times."

"I totally have," he confirmed.  

"Welcome to Seaside," I continued.  "Are you taking over the ferry terminal?"

Linda tucked her stringy, mousy brown hair behind her ear and rubbed her eye with a finger.  "Yes."

I waited for her to say more, but she, apparently, had no more to say.  Johnny put out both his hands in a motion that seemed to suggest 'I got this.'  He explained, "So, Linda is from the mainland.  She came over today to take over for Georgia.  She said hello and got the keys and checked into the Grand Hotel where she will be staying this week, which is pretty stellar, but when she came back, Georgia was totally dead.  But it was pretty lucky that we only get two ferries a day, because she had plenty of time to figure everything out before the rush.  She's a little shy, which is why she doesn't say a whole lot.  But she totally wants to try surfing sometime, so I told her I'd totally take her out.  On account of the fact I'm the only one who rents surfboards here."  He folded his arms across his chest proudly and checked in with Linda to make sure he got everything right.

"Yep," Linda said.

Johnny beamed.

You know, everyone has a type, and Johnny tended to be drawn to people who wouldn't be intimidated by his intellect.

"Well, it's great to meet you, Linda," I said.  I hooked my thumb over my shoulder.  "I work over at Bitter Beans.  Feel free to stop by anytime if you need a cup of coffee or something.  Are you going to be here long?"

"Maybe," she said with a shrug and a sigh.

This was going to be like pulling teeth.  "Well, I'm sure I'll see you around."  I turned to Johnny.  "I gotta go find Granny.  She didn't come back this afternoon."

"Oh, I saw her in Wanda's shop," said Johnny, barely registering me as he scrambled to help Linda gather up all the stuff on her table.  He stared at her for approval like a puppy dog with a new master.

"I'll catch you later, Johnny!" I said as he followed Linda inside the booth.  I couldn't help but smile.  He was so funny.  I could see he was already dreaming of tandem shoulder-stands as they surfed into the sunset.  I gave this infatuation a week before some other mermaid caught his eye.

I walked over to Wanda's souvenir shop and saw that Johnny had been telling the truth.  I pushed open the door and was greeted by cackling howls.  I'm sure someone had just finished telling a filthy joke not fit for my ears.  

Wanda's shop was crammed with tourist stuff:  pithy t-shirts and boxes covered in seashells, most of which she made herself.  The place smelled of potpourri and scented candles.  Granny's posse was leaning on the wrap counter, each of them holding wineglasses shaped like red, plastic cups on wine stems.

"Are you getting my Granny into trouble?" I asked.

Wanda brushed away my concerns as she decided everyone needed their drinks topped off.

"Paige, this was just what I needed," Granny slurred.

"Granny, why don't you let me take you to bed?" I offered.

Wanda shut me down.  "Paige, we've been rolling one another into bed since before you were born.  Now, get out there and be young and responsible, and leave the irresponsibility to the grown-ups."

Who was I to argue with my elders?  "Granny, call me if you need anything."

"That I will, Paige!" she announced, giving me a little salute before taking another mouthful of her wine.

I'm pretty sure they were going to be there all night and Granny wasn't going to be working the early shift unless it was the same hour she came stumbling in.  I left them to their fun and walked back towards the shop where I told Nate to meet me.  As I passed by the tollbooth, Linda and Johnny were packed out and gone.  I hoped that Linda was nice to Johnny.  He was a doof, but he was a good-hearted doof, and he deserved kindness.

I smiled as I saw Nate's tall frame leaning up against the doorframe of Bitter Beans, just casually waiting for me like he didn't have a care in the world outside of being there with me.  I flung my arms around his neck and gave him a great big kiss.  

"Man, it is so good to see you," I said when the kiss finally ended.

He laughed and pushed a tendril of hair away from my forehead.  "I hope you have lousy days more often."

"Your wish is my command," I said, wrapping my arm around his waist as we stepped off the sidewalk of Main Street and made our way to the Founders' Festival.  "In fact, I'd say that I can almost assure you tomorrow is going to be absolutely terrible."

"I didn't expect to see you so late," he said.  "I thought you'd have to get up early to work."

I shrugged.  "Granny's out with her friends for the night, so I thought it was the perfect excuse to say hello to my favorite friend."

He pointed at himself innocently.  "Me?  Do you mean me?  Or are you headed off to see Johnny later?"

I gave him a playful nudge with my hip.  "I don't think I'm going to be seeing Johnny anytime soon," I informed him.  "He's found himself a special lady."

"Really?" said Nate replied with piqued interest.

I gave him a nod.  "She's a corker."

"Oh no," said Nate, having hung around me enough to understand what that meant.  "I'm terrified."

"She's taken over Georgia's booth and makes Johnny look like a rocket scientist."

"A match made in heaven," Nate groaned.

As we turned the corner, the Founders' Festival was in full swing.  Music drifted across the once-empty field from the bandstand as people wandered from food truck to booth and little kids screamed with excited terror on the brightly lit carnival rides.  The smell of cotton candy, kettle corn, and every fried food imaginable made my mouth water.  

Nate pulled out his wallet in front of one of the wagons.  "What can I get you?" he asked.  "I've gotta make a show of buying things so the vendors come back."

"How about a caramel apple?" I asked.

He stepped up to the window.  "A caramel apple and a bag of doughnuts," he said to a bored-looking man.  Listen, when your boss makes you wear a white and pink striped shirt, no one is paying you enough to also get you to smile.

Nate exchanged a stack of cash for the fist full of treats and then handed over my apple on a stick.  "So, tell me about this lousy day you had."

I rolled my eyes as I bit into the apple.  "Aside from Granny getting accused of murder by Stan and Fred?"

Nate waved at a couple from the island as we walked along.  "Again?  Wrongly accusing people of stuff is like a hobby for them."

"It feels a bit like at the beginning of a murder mystery where you call out every person as the murderer so you'll never be wrong."

He nodded his head as he thought it through.  "Technically, it's a winning strategy."

"They never guessed Jake as the murderer."

"A 98% winning strategy."

"Speaking of Jake, Trevor also stopped by and Granny's posse accused him of being the murderer.  But they said they'd let it slide if he got Jake's bar up and running soon."

"He's already been here 24 hours and his bar isn't reopened yet?"

"I know!  Slacker."

"Obviously something isn't right.  I put my money on that guy as Georgia's killer!"

I punched him lightly in the arm.  "I don't date murderers."

"Touché."

"Besides," I said.  "Georgia said she had a booth all set up for the Founders' Festival.  I bet she got one of those deeply fried chocolate cholesterol bars and rage stroked herself into that early grave."

"Speaking of," he said, holding out his bag to me, "you should really try one of these doughnuts.  They are SO good."

"Better than my doughnuts?" I asked, reaching in.

He gave me a powdery, sugary kiss on the forehead.  "Nothing is better than your doughnuts."

I popped one of them in my mouth.  They were still hot and melty.  Even I had to admit a little defeat.  "They're awfully good, though."

"Fry grease just gets better with age," he agreed, leaning over and taking a bite of my apple.

I waved at Johnny and Linda, who had wandered into the party.  Johnny noticed me, but she was looking like she wanted to be anywhere else but here.  One of these days, I was going to find Johnny a good woman.

Linda's dourness made me think of another woman I wasn't particularly fond of who had stopped by the shop today.  Man, it was like gray hair.  We got rid of one horrible person and got two in her place.  "Madison felt the need to drop in and mention you two had a peachy keen conversation about the future of the island this morning."

Nate leaned his head back and groaned.  "Those would not be the words I would have used to describe it."

"That good, huh?"

"A barrel of laughs."

We paused on the edge of the dance floor, watching as couples two-stepped to a fiddler.  "What'd she want?"

"For me to spend my entire inheritance on lawyers."

"Oh boy..."

"Yep," said Nate.  "She says that Byron made certain agreements that I'm bound to and that I'm going to have to talk to legal counsel unless I want to lose the entire island."

"Oh jeez..."

"And then she started making noise that somehow she thinks Georgia might have a claim."  He gave me a stare down.  "I wonder how she got that idea."

"We both know that's crazy," I said.  "It was all a part of my winning strategy.  I was just making sure that she wasted a lot of money on a lawyer."

"Mission accomplished," he said.  We fell into silence, listening as the music took a slower rhythm and the dance floor took a quieter pace.  He draped his arm across my shoulders and I laced my fingers through his.  "If you were the owner of this island, Paige, what would you do with it?"

"What do you mean?" I asked, looking up at him.  

"Well, would you keep it just as it is and allow it to continue day in and day out with the same people and the same little town?  Or would you feel driven to change it?  To make it grow?  To try and get more commerce here to keep the town in business?"

"I don't know," I replied.  Everyone seemed so happy and like they were having such a great time.  It was the kind of night that you hope will never end.  Was it a person's duty to make sure there were more nights just like this?  Or was there some merit in expanding and growing and trying to get even more people to have nights like this, even if it risked killing the very thing you were trying to share?  "I mean... I love the town as it is.  It has charm and character and history.  And once history is gone, it's gone forever.  It's not like you can get a do-over.  But..."

He leaned his cheek against mine.  "But what?"

"But things are awfully tight for business owners on the island.  Sure, we're having a great summer now, but what if there's a storm?  Or if Founders' Week ever flops because the founder is involved in some terrible scandal."  I reached out and tickled him, jokingly, to try to lighten the mood.  

He grabbed my hands and laughed, but wouldn't be budged from his introspective mood.  "That's what I worry about.  It is great, it is perfect just as it is.  But should I be thinking about more?  Should I be preparing the island for that rainy day?  Should I be investigating growth potential?"

"Maybe," I admitted.  "I don't know."

"And what happens when summer is over?" he mused.

His words were like a cold, ice shower.  I knew what he was saying.  I was only going to be here for the summer to help Granny.  Once the tourist season ended, there just wasn't enough business to justify a second set of hands.  And Nate had only come over to help his uncle.

"Do you think you'll stay?" I asked him, trying not to phrase the question in a way that made him think I was asking about the future of "us."  Because I honestly didn't know what I wanted.  Nate was wonderful and kind and everything I ever wanted in a guy.  I was having one of the best summers of my life since I met him, murders and all.  But I had these dreams of seeing the world and of going to school and doing things besides just going to a trade school and then taking over my Granny's shop.

"If I don't stay, there will be no more Founders' on the island," he said.  "We've been here for over a century.  We've sat on the city council and helped to create jobs and shaped the future of Seaside.  Do I stop that?  Do I walk away from a century of work my family has done because there are other things I want to do besides manage the business of an island?"

"What do you want to do?" I asked him.

"I want to make sure you get to Paris and I want to be there to taste your first professional éclair."

"But what about you?" I pressed.  "What do you want to do with your life?"

"I don't know," he said.  I realized that he wasn't bridging the gap between us, swearing that once the summer was over we would be together forever, and I didn't know if I liked that or not.  Instead, he just looked down at me and smiled.  "Right now?  Right now, there is nothing more I want to do than have a dance."

And he led me out onto the floor. 

But the words he didn't say were a silent partner in our dance.
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Chapter Eleven
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I rode my bike from my cottage down to the bakery early the next morning.  My mind was still replaying the conversation I had with Nate.  We had a wonderful night.  We had danced not just one dance, but had shut the place down.  And that's what summer romances should be, I told myself.  I should just have fun and live in the moment and not think about tomorrow.  Still...

Still...

Johnny joined us on the floor sans Linda, who I guess wasn't one to boogie down.  He didn't care.  His form of dancing involved a lot of handstands and squatty Russian kicks and bouncing around.  Johnny always had a good time, no matter who was around.

And maybe that's what life was about, I thought.  Just making sure that you always had a good time, no matter if you were with someone or not.

I sighed as I opened the door to Bitter Beans.  I was surprised to see that Granny's door was still ajar just as I had left it.  I walked over to the base of the steps and called up.  "Granny?"

There was no response.  I waited with my hand on the door.  I didn't want to wake her up if she was passed out from all of her partying, but by the same token, what if something was wrong?  I weighed my options and decided that her privacy was worth risking to see if she was passed out in a puddle of her own puke.  I just prayed she hadn't brought home some guy with her.

But when I looked into her little apartment, it was clear no one was home.

"Granny?" I called again, just to be sure.

Captain came streaking past me and down the steps, I think assuming I was there for the sole purpose of getting him breakfast.  I saw Georgia's book on her bed stand, but resisted the urge to pick it up.  I'd ask Granny when I saw her.

Now, Granny's a grown woman and certainly free to come and go as she pleased, but granddaughters worry.  I knew her girls wouldn't have allowed anything to happen to her, so I just shot her a text and figured I wouldn't panic unless her posse came in for their morning coffee without her.

I put on my apron and began puttering around, watching the clock as I made the cinnamon rolls and checking the door to see if she was on her way in.

That's when I heard it.  A little whimper from the backroom.

"Granny?" I said, rushing in.

There was a sticky red handprint on the wall.  One of Granny's sandals.  A barefoot stuck out from behind a stack of boxes, boxes that had not been there the day before.  I ran.  Granny was lying on the ground, disoriented.  My heart was in my throat.

"Wait just a second," I said to her as I dashed to the front room.  I picked up the phone and dialed the clinic. We didn't have a full hospital.  People had to go to the mainland for that.  But we had a small unit on call for hikers who had hurt themselves and stabilize folks until a medical helicopter could pick them up.

The first person on site was Tim from the bait shop.  Last month, I had wrongly accused him of being a murderer.  I hoped he wouldn't hold it against us.

"She's back here!" I said, calling him into the backroom.

He came dashing in with his medical bag and crouched beside her.  "How long has she been here?" he asked.

I shook my head.  "I don't know.  She was out with her friends last night and didn't make it up to her bed.  I just found her here this morning."

He opened her eyes and flashed a light in them.  Then took her pulse.  Then leaned forward and smelled her breath.  He rocked back on his heels.  "Well, she's drunk as a skunk and a little dehydrated, but I think she's going to live."

I sat down.  "You mean... she's okay?"

Officer Stan came running into the backroom with his baton drawn, followed by two EMT volunteers with a gurney.  Stan held out his arms, stopping everyone.  "No one touch anything!  I heard there was an attack!"

As the EMTs transferred Granny, Tim took a moment to explain what was going on to me.  "Her vitals are good, but we'll take her to the clinic to run some tests.  Make sure she has a clean bill of health before we return this party animal to the wild.  She's in good hands, Paige."

"But what about THAT!" said Officer Stan, pointing at the red handprint on the wall.

Tim walked over to it and peered at it closely.  He sniffed it.  Seriously, he stepped back and looked at Officer Stan. "It appears someone murdered a cherry pie."

Stan's baton lowered in disappointment.  "It's cherry filling?" 

"Some sort of cherry syrup."

Stan turned around and kicked at the ground, muttering under his breath.  "Cherry syrup..."

The guys from the clinic finished strapping Granny onto the gurney and were wheeling her out.  

"I should go with her," I said, taking off my apron.  "Thank you for coming over so quickly."

Tim rested his hand on my shoulder sympathetically.  "I was opening up the shop.  I get a lot of fishermen in early on their way out in the morning, so I was just a few doors down.  Super easy for me to run over."  He looked over at where Granny had been.  "What was she doing with a bunch of cherry filling in the middle of the night?"  He pointed at the handprint.  "Better get that cleared up before the ants find it."  He then looked at the boxes.  "Do you think one of them could have been leaking?"

"Maybe," I said, shrugging.  "She went for supplies yesterday.  I haven't even had a chance to do an inventory."

"Well, let me know if I can help at all," Tim said.  "I'm sure my wife would be happy to come over and watch the shop."

"Thank you," I said to him, genuinely.  "You are very kind.  I may take you up on that."

He gave me a salute as he left.  "Anytime.  And if you need help with inventorying those boxes, just say the word."

"Sure," I said, my brain still not functioning correctly.  I could only think in small steps.  Pull the rolls out of the oven.  Turn off the heat.  Pack a few for the nurses and EMTs to say thank you.  It's funny when you're in the midst of a crisis that you sometimes do things to make things seem like they are normal, things that you later regret.  I grabbed a paper towel and wiped the handprint off the wall, grabbed my bag, and dashed out the door to my bike.

By the time I got to the clinic, they had Granny already checked in.  The receptionist waved me in.  "You're our first customer of the day.  Come on in!"

She led me into a room down a hall.  The clinic had just a few beds.  Again, if it was serious, they'd just send the person to the mainland.

"Thank you for taking such good care of her," I said, lamely offering up the bag of goodies.

"That's what we're here for," said the receptionist.  She took the bag with a smile.  "Keep this up and your Granny is going to be our most popular patient."  

"I appreciate how fast Tim and the other EMTs were able to get there."  

"Oh!  Did Tim lead the call?" she asked.  "He must have had his radio on just in case.  We have extra staff on call to take care of the rabble-rousers who come here for Founders' Week.  She's just getting us warmed up for the fun to come."

The receptionist opened the door to the room.  There were two beds inside the sterile room.  Granny was in the far one, snoring away.

"She's fine," said the receptionist.  "Looks like she sprained her wrist, probably as she caught herself as she fell, but other than that, she is in fine shape."

I exhaled, feeling like the weight of the world had just been lifted from my shoulders.  I didn't know what I would have done if Granny had hurt herself.

"Did she have any glass in her hand or anything?" I asked.

"What do you mean?" asked the receptionist.

"There were some smears of cherry filling on the wall.  We thought for a second it was blood."

The nurse laughed.  "No.  No blood or cherry filling anywhere on her."  She grabbed Granny's stack of clothes.  "Would you like to take these with you and bring her something fresh?  We're going to run some tests and make sure everything is okay, but she should be ready to go home this afternoon."

"Absolutely," I said, taking the stack.  "Thank you.  Again."

"The best thing we can do for her is to let her sleep.  She'll be fine," said the nurse, placing her hand on my shoulder and steering me out of the room.  "We'll call you if there are any changes, but the best thing you can do right now is go home."

I put the clothes in my basket and headed back towards Bitter Beans.  The sun had risen and people were starting to move about the town.  I waved at Trevor as he carried several large crates out of the back of a cargo van.  

"Didn't expect to see you out so early, Paige," he said.

"You, too."  I pointed at the hospital.  "Granny had a fall this morning, but they said she would be all right."

"Oh, I am so sorry!" he said, coming over and giving me a hug.  He stepped back and wiped his hands on his pants.  "Sorry, my hands are sticky.  Something in here is leaking."

"So, you're getting things up and running?" I asked, trying to be polite but really wanting to get back to Bitter Beans.

"Shipment came in on the evening ferry.  They told me minutes before their storage area was closing that it arrived and they needed me to pick it up or they were going to charge me.  Guess Georgia was the one who used to keep them on task."  He shrugged.  "Got it loaded, but I just wasn't in the mood to deal with it until this morning."

"Did you get to the Founders' Festival last night?" I asked.

He shook his head.  "Nope, just a quiet evening at home."

"Sounds nice.  Well, have a great time putting things together!" I said, not really wanting or caring about making small talk with Trevor right now.  My mind was still back at the clinic with Granny.

I got back to the shop and closed the door behind me.  I took a great big breath and leaned against the door frame.  Captain came out to see what was up.  He seemed as restless as I was feeling.  I gave myself some fur therapy and forced him to sit on my lap until we both calmed down.  A few tourists were up and peeking into the windows and I realized that even if I didn't have fresh baked goodness for them this morning, I could at least get them coffee.  Granny was going to need every penny to cover her hospital bills. 

I walked into the back to wash my hands and stared at the handprint on the wall.  Maybe Granny had just washed her hands, too.  Maybe the drips of water made the floor slippery and that's why she fell.  

I carried her clothes upstairs to put into her laundry basket and unfolded them.  That's when I saw the red.  There were just a few red stains on the back of her shoulder like someone had rested their hand there.

I dropped the shirt, suddenly filled with terror.  Had someone been in the shop?  Had someone pushed her and then left her there on the floor?

Suddenly, my shoulder blades began itching.  I slowly turned, looking over my shoulder to see the back of my shirt.  Trevor had hugged me and then apologized that his hands were so sticky.

I looked at the back of my shirt and there were red fingerprints.

I sat down on Granny's bed.

What was going on?  Had Trevor pushed Granny?  Was it true what they said about the apple not falling far from the tree?  He made the excuse that he barely knew his uncle, but was there something in the family which bred serial killers?

My eyes just happened to rest on Granny's bedside table and I took a deep gulp.  Her book was missing:  the book which Georgia had given to her; the book which I had left there because I didn't want to seem like I was snooping and prying; the book with the secrets that seemed to have started everything.  It was gone.  I jumped off of the bed, terrified, and ran to the phone.

And then I stopped.

I was going to call Officer Stan, but what would he actually do?  Accuse anyone who happened to have a book of pushing my soused grandmother onto the floor?  Accuse me of being dramatic?  Tell me that Granny must have moved it before she went downstairs?

I put down the phone.

Maybe Granny had moved it.  I didn't know.  Except I was sure that when I checked in on her room earlier it had been lying there.  I could have sworn it.

I walked downstairs and shut the door behind me.

I looked at the stack.  What was in them?  How had they suddenly appeared in our back storage room through the course of a night?  Who had delivered them and had he decided to take advantage of being alone in a shop with a little old woman?  Had some stranger been rummaging through the boxes and Granny had surprised them?  Or was I paranoid and all the boxes had come in late like they had for Trevor and she just slipped?

I wasn't going to get any answers until Granny was back to her old self.  Then I'd know exactly what happened and quit any guessing before my mind played more tricks on me.

I looked off in the direction of Tim's Bait Shop.  I had wrongly accused a good man before of murder.  I didn't want to do that again.  No one deserved that.  Sending the police on a wild-goose chase almost cost me my life, because while they sat there interrogating an innocent man, the real murderer had been out there.

I wouldn't say anything, not this time.  Not until I was sure.

And right now?  I wasn't sure of anything.
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I poured some muffin batter into some tins and tossed them into the oven.  They weren't my cinnamon rolls, but they were fast and hopefully would keep the hordes at bay.  There was a line of people by the door as I flipped the sign from "Closed" to "Open."  As a coffee drinker myself, I knew the need was great in the morning.  The bilge water they served at the hotel was enough to drive anyone out into the streets in search of a real cup.

There were a couple of disappointed faces when they saw the slim pickings in the pastry case.  But when I explained it was because there was a family emergency, I noticed the tip jar filled much quicker than it usually did.

Around 10 AM, Nate came wandering in with a friendly smile.  It faded, though, as he saw the look on my face.  "What's up, Paige?" he asked.

I automatically began brewing up his regular drink – a triple-shot Americano made with the darkest roasted beans in our shop.  The last person walked out the door and the bell tinkled to let me know that it was okay to talk.  I put his drink on the counter, walked around, and collapsed into his arms.

"Shh!  Shh!" he said, stroking my hair.  Worry colored his voice.  "What's going on?"

"Someone may have tried to kill Granny last night," I said, burying my face into his shirt and feeling some sense of balance for the first time.

He lifted himself away and stared into my eyes.  "What?  It sounded like you said someone tried to kill your Granny."

I nodded.

His face darkened.  "Have you told the police?"

I shook my head and pushed back my hair from my face.  "No."

"Why not, Paige?"

"Because I might be talking crazy.  And I don't want to talk crazy until I’m able to find out what's going on."  I told him everything that happened, from finding Granny to the handprint to the marks that I found on both of our clothes.  Finally, I concluded.  "So, now I'm waiting for her to wake up so that she can tell me what happened before I go jumping to crazy conclusions."

"Is there anything—" Nate began, but then he was cut off as the door opened.

Stan and Fred came storming through the door.  Stan was holding a piece of paper in front of him, as proud as a little kid showing off an A+ grade on a spelling exam.

"We have a warrant here to search the premises," Stan informed me.

Fred spread out his arms.  "If there's anyone in the shop, I need you to vacate immediately!"

Captain looked up from his chair and meowed.

"You can stay," said Fred.  "But everyone else?  OUT!"

"We're the only people here," I told him.

"We're going to need you to step out!" said Fred.

"No," said Nate. "We will remain inside.  If I may see the warrant?"  He held out his hand.

Reluctantly, Stan passed it over, suddenly nervous, like maybe Nate might find something that would interrupt them in their pursuits.  Nate handed it to me.  "It seems legitimate."

Officer Stan snatched it out of my hand as if insulted.  "Of COURSE it's legitimate.  Do you think I would come in here with a fake warrant?"

Nate looked at me and I at him.  The thought had crossed our mind.

"What are you looking for?" I asked Stan.  "Maybe I can help."

"We don't need your help, missy," said Fred, leering at my face like a playground bully.  "We went over to Georgia's house to cordon off the site as a potential crime scene and to look for clues.  And we found a receipt stating that she had received a large shipment of books.  Lots and lots of boxes of books.  And they should have been there.  But they were not."

"And?"  I said.

"AND, when I came over this morning, I noticed there were a lot of boxes in your granny's backroom."

"She went on a shopping trip," I said.  "They're just supplies."

"That's what she wants you to think!" shouted Fred.

"Oh, this is the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard..."  I walked into the backroom and pulled out my box cutter.

"WATCH OUT!  SHE HAS A BOX CUTTER!" shouted Fred.

"To open the boxes, you doof," I said.

Officer Stan came over and yanked it out of my hand.  "I'll do the honors IF YOU DON'T MIND."

"Have at it," I replied, stepping out of his way.  "You'll find nothing in there but flour and sugar."

Officer Stan opened the box and flipped open the lid.  "Flour and sugar?  OR BOOKS!"

And then he held up a paperback with a cover I recognized, and Georgia's name printed all over it.

"I believe your Granny bought these books from Georgia, then wrote her an IOU, and then KILLED Georgia before she had to pay!" accused Stan.

"People are innocent until proven guilty," Nate stated.  "Or do I need to remind you that you have accused a lot of people of some pretty terrible things in just the month I have been here."

"That was just a mistake in evidence," Stan stammered.

"No, that was you drawing conclusions that weren’t there," I said, hysteria building in my voice.  "Granny bought these books.  You may most certainly take them in as evidence, but you do not get to accuse a little old lady of murder until you have actual evidence."

"Oh," said Stan.  "We DO.  The coroner said that Georgia was poisoned and that, in addition to the many other things he found in her stomach, he found those cinnamon rolls that Paige here is so famous for making."

"But there were other things in her stomach," I said.  "How do you know that it was my cinnamon rolls that were poisoned?"

"We shall see what we shall see," Stan replied.  "But we are placing your Granny on a three-day hold until that conclusive evidence is in."

"Well, you're going to have to fight the hospital for her, because she is confined to one of their beds right now."

"Oh," said Stan, stepping forward with concern.  "Is she all right?"

"No!" I said.  "She is a little old woman!  She was pushed by some criminal who was trying to kill her!"

Nate rested his hand on my back, but rather than calm me, all I could think was how Trevor had rested his hand there, too, and left streaks of red along my shirt. 

"What?" asked Stan, looking at me like I was crazy.

"Nothing," I replied.  I knew if I tried to explain my suspicions, he'd dismiss them.  I need to make sure that when I got to the bottom of everything that happened, Fred and Stan would take me at my word.  Going off half-cocked wasn't going to help anyone.

Officer Fred got out his big roll of yellow "Police Line" tape and began running it around the backroom.

"Oh, come ON!" I said, motioning to the front counter.  "I have a business to run!  It's the Founders' Festival!"

"NOT until we get to the bottom of this!" Stan informed me.

"Paige, let me buy you some lunch," said Nate, pushing me towards the front door.  "We'll let these nice officers of the law do their job and return in an hour or so to check in on them."

"Oh," said Stan, looking around a little lost.  "So... you aren't going to stay around to help us load out evidence?"

"No," Nate stated.  "We would hate to interfere with official police business."

"I mean... it wouldn't be an interference," said Stan.  "You could just help us carry some of the books over to the precinct."

Fred hit him in the arm.  "I told you that we should have brought the car."

"I was trying to get in my 10,000 steps, okay?" Stan shot back, defensively.

"We're going to be over at Yvette's café if you need us," I told them.  "Have a great time."

I ripped off my apron and threw it on the counter and stormed towards the door.  Nate, being a calmer head in this situation, thought to grab my purse and my keys and say goodbye to Captain, who really didn't care at all that we were coming or going, before stepping out after me.

"Can you believe them??" I said.

He put my purse on my shoulder.

"I mean, to accuse GRANNY of murdering Georgia??"

"What was in that book, Paige?" he asked.  

"I have no idea."  I pulled my hair back into its ponytail and retied it with frustration.  "There was a copy up on Granny's nightstand but sometime between me discovering her, going to the hospital, and coming back, it disappeared."

"What?" asked Nate with even more concern.  "Should we tell Stan and Fred?"

"What are they going to do?  Someone entered her apartment and took a $10 book off her nightstand.  But whoever did it was really good.  I wouldn't have noticed except I was looking for Georgia's 'soon to be bestseller'."

Nate allowed me a few moments of silence as we walked along.  "Does anyone have a key?" he asked with concern.

"Not that I know of—" I began, but then was cut off by a perky voice.

"Yooohoooo!  NATE!"

We turned and looked to see Madison headed our way, her stiletto heels wavering on the wooden boardwalk.

"Oh, crap..." moaned Nate.  "I so do not need this..."

"NATE!  I see you see me!  Now, don't look so forlorn!"

Nate turned to me.  "We may need to do a rain check."

"My Granny was just accused of murder, Nate," I reminded him.

"I just got back from the lawyer!" Madison shouted, her perfect white teeth gritted in a maniacal grin.

"That's why—" he started to explain, but then Madison was suddenly beside us.

She squared her shoulders and rested her hand on Nate's arm.  "Good news, Nate!  My lawyer was able to get a court injunction to search your house for a second will."

"WHAT?" sputtered Nate.

"I know!  Isn't it great!  It's like, you get to have a free, personal organizer—" she pointed both fingers at herself.  "—to help you clear out your uncle's stuff.  And you don't even have to pay for it!  It's like, tens of thousands of dollars normally."

"I don't want you anywhere near my house!" he said.

"Now, Nate, don't be a baby.  The judge gave me the paperwork."  She reached into her purse and pulled out a stack of papers.  "We're just concerned that your uncle may have willed something to Georgia and that with all your newfound responsibilities, you might overlook it."

"That's not what you're doing here at all!  And don't even pretend for a minute that's what's going on."

Her eyes got huge at his vehemence.  She turned to me.  "Really, Paige, is he usually this emotionally abusive?"

"What?  No!" I said, wondering what crazy train Madison was driving.

"Because," she explained.  "They say that whatever a person shows in public, it is 100% worse in private.  I would hate to think you were suffering this sort of rage, this snap of anger that he has just demonstrated.  Blink twice if you need me to call a domestic violence shelter for you."

"NO!" I said.

She squinted at me.  "How many times did you blink?"

"This is absolutely ridiculous!" I said, turning away.

She pulled out her cell phone.  "I think I saw two blinks.  I'll call the police for you."

Nate stopped both of us.  "This is ridiculous.  Madison?  If you are so bent on helping me clean out my house, come by.  Be my guest."

She smiled like the cat who had gotten its cream.  She put her phone in her purse.  "See?  No need to get angry.  I'm just here to help."

Nate paid her no nevermind, though.  He turned to me and planted a kiss on my forehead.  "Paige, I love you.  I have to go deal with this heartless psychopath.  I'll be with you as soon as I can kick her out."

"Oh, I'll be here all week," she said, pointing her finger to one of the town's bed and breakfast hotels.  "I'm staying there so that I won't lose any more time on that icky ferry.  Come along, Nate!  Justice must be served."

Nate squeezed my hand one last time, shook his head, and walked away.

I knew that he couldn't help it. I knew that he had much bigger problems to deal with.  But, at the same time, my Granny was in the hospital, was being accused of murder, and might be going to jail until I got to the bottom of things.  I had never felt so alone in my entire life.

"Hey Paige!" said Trevor, coming up beside me.  He watched Madison and Nate as they started climbing the hill up to the Founders' House.  Nate, hiking like it was no big deal, and Madison, teetering in her Monte Blancs.

"Is everything okay?" he asked me, reaching out to touch my shoulder.

I couldn't help it.  I shied away.  There was a flash of betrayal and something else in his eyes, but I just didn't know how to react to him right now.

"Paige?  It's me," he said, placing his hands on his chest.  "Remember?  The guy you dated for a long time?"

I realized that may have been more obvious in my pulling away than I thought I had been.  I sighed.  "I'm sorry, Trevor," I said.  "I'm just having a really bad day."

He flashed me his smile, the one that used to make me go all jelly-in-the-knees.  But now just made me think about cherry jelly and how his hands had been covered in it.  "Well, let me do something to help take your mind off of it."

"I'm sorry, Trevor," I said again, backing away from him.  "I gotta go."

"Paige!" he said, a tinge of anger coloring his voice.  "Come back here and tell me what is going on!"

But I couldn't take it any longer.  I raced down the boardwalk and turned left at the ticket booth.  Stan and Fred had, evidently, gotten all of the physical evidence they needed and found the missing electrical fuse, because Linda was now tucked inside instead of sitting at a table in front.  She was reading a book.  I stood panting in front of her window.  

Finally, she looked up and acknowledged I was standing there.  She put down her book and stared at me with her bored, dead eyes.  "Yes?"

"Linda, do you know where Georgia lives?" I asked.

"Yes," she said again.

The silence hung between us for almost an eternity before I realized I needed to press.  "Could I get the address from you?"

"No," she replied.  And then she went back to her book.

I pounded on the glass.  She rolled her eyes and put her book down again.  "What?"

"I need to know were Georgia lived."

"That's against company policy to reveal private information to members of the public."

"Linda, we live on an island in a small community.  I just need to know where she lived."

"If it is such a small community and everyone knows where everyone lives, I would suggest you ask them instead of me, because I’m not about to lose my job because I failed to follow the directives of a very simple HR policy."  She pulled a string and a small Venetian blind dropped down, covering the window.  As if to emphasize her point, it was followed by the sound of her noisy desk fan firing up.

I turned away, frustrated, and stalked towards the shops.  I hated to involve Granny's posse in this.  It was just the fodder they needed to get their gossip wheels churning, but they were the last ones to see her last night.  Maybe one of them had seen something.

I stepped into Wanda's souvenir shop and busied myself as she helped a customer.  When the lady finally walked out, she turned to me and said, "Paige!  Did your Granny leave something here she needed you to pick up?"

"Only her liberty," I replied.

"What?" she asked, amused by my answer and unaware of the seriousness of it all.

"Stan thinks she killed Georgia and has placed her under arrest."

Wanda's jaw dropped and she just stood there, frozen in horror.  

"Yep," I replied, agreeing with her wordless response.

"Oh, we need to tell the girls," she said, bustling around the shop.  "We need to let them know exactly what happened and let that Stan know he is barking up the wrong tree."

"Granny's over at the clinic," I added.

"She's what?" said Wanda.  She put her fist on her hip and squinted at me. "Why the heck is she at the clinic?"

"I found her passed out in the back room this morning.  The nurse said she was drunk and must have lost her footing."

"She fell?  Oh, I knew I should have walked her home," she said with concern.  "She was a little tipsy, but didn't seem that tipsy.  Your Granny knows her limits.  Is she going to be okay?"

I shrugged hopelessly.  "I hope so."  I felt a lump rising in my throat and tried to push it back down again by focusing on anything other than the image of Granny lying in a hospital bed. 

Wanda came over and wrapped me up in a big bear hug. "Now, now... don't you worry, sweetie.  She'll be fine.  That grandmother of yours is a force of nature.  She just had a little slip.  They'll probably give her an aspirin and send her home."  She broke away from me and looked kindly into my eyes.  "Hey.  No more fretting.  What do you say we go wrap her entire apartment in bubble wrap as a joke?"

I smiled bravely, but there was a knot in the pit of my stomach and it wasn't going to go away until Granny was safe at the shop.  

As if she could read my mind, Wanda squeezed my hand and reiterated.  "No fretting about things out of your control!"

I nodded, swallowing everything down.  "You're right.  Thank you."

"Best thing you can do is keep that shop running.  If your granny is feeling poorly, the last thing she needs is to have to worry about the wheels falling off."

"That's the thing..." I said, glancing the direction of the shop.  "Stan and Fred have closed it down to cart off stuff as evidence."

"They WHAT?" Wanda exclaimed.  I thought her hair was going to catch on fire.

"Granny bought thousands of copies of Georgia's book.  Stan and Fred think Granny killed Georgia because she didn't want to pay for them."

"Right.  That makes perfect sense," Wanda replied, both sarcastically and aghast.  "Those men are a menace to society."

"Do you have any idea what was in that book?"

"I don't," she said.  "She wouldn't tell any of us.  Said it would ruin a lot of reputations here in town, so of course, I was hell-bent on getting a copy.  I mean, the only folks who care about reputations are dead and gone as far as I can tell.  And the only folks left are old biddies like myself."

"Well, you're out of luck, because Stan and Fred are over there now, hauling out all the boxes of books as evidence."

She pursed her lips and pulled out her phone.  "I'm going to text Stan right now and tell him to stop being such an idiot."

"Wait," I said, stopping her.  "Before you do that.  Can you tell me what time the party broke up last night?" I asked.  "Something weird happened and I’m just trying to figure out the timing."

"Oh, I'd say that we rolled out of here around 9 PM," she said.

"So early?" I replied.

She laughed.  "Early?  Honey, I've got half a century of wrinkles that need their beauty sleep.  9 PM is a wild party in my book."

"And did Granny go straight home?"  I asked.  "Did anyone walk with her?"

"No, we're all grown women and this is a safe island," said Wanda.  "She was just going a couple buildings down.  She stumbled out of here and that was that."

"No chance she would have gone somewhere else?" I said.  "Maybe over to the Founders' Festival for a nightcap?  Or maybe she met someone?"

Wanda shrugged.  "She very well could have.  I mean, with Jake's place all closed up, there's not many places to go late at night, but the Founders' Festival is always swinging.  Maybe she met a fellow over there who kept her out late."

My phone suddenly vibrated in my pocket.  I looked down and the number that came up was for the clinic.  "If you'll excuse me for just a second," I said.  "It's the clinic."  Wanda motioned for me to take the call.  "Hello?" I said.  "This is Paige."

"Is this Paige Comber?" asked the nurse.

"It is!  How is my grandmother doing?" I asked.

The nurse heaved a deep breath, like she had to work up her courage to tell me what was going on.  "As you know, the police have contacted us about holding your Granny while they conduct an investigation."

"I know," I replied, so upset that this conversation was even happening.

"We're happy to keep her here where it is a little more comfortable.  Also... well, because it appears we might also need to run a few more tests."

"What is it?" I asked, my stomach sinking.

"Paige, I know this may seem like a strange question, but have you ever known your Granny to take recreational drugs?"

"Drugs?" I repeated, looking at Wanda who emphatically shook her head 'no.'  "No, My Granny has never used recreational drugs." 

"We ran a few blood tests and it appears there was a powerful tranquilizer in her system, the sort that is usually used for horses."

"Someone gave my Granny a horse tranquilizer??" I replied back, horrified.

"She is going to be okay," repeated the nurse, "The biggest danger is to the heart, so we will be monitoring her to ensure her safety.  But we're going to have to let the police know what we found."

"Of course," I said.  "Thank you for letting me know."  And then I hung up.

"What is it, honey?" asked Wanda, rubbing my shoulder with concern.

"Wanda?" I answered.  "I think someone tried to kill Granny.  I think someone is trying to make sure no one knows what was in that book."
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Chapter Thirteen
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"Now, who on earth would want to hurt your Granny?" said Wanda, horrified.  "She's just the heart and soul of this community!  Who would be such a monster?"

"I don't know," I replied, but then I told her the whole story about the cherry pie and the handprints on the wall and on her shirt.  I left out the part about Trevor leaving streaks of red on my shirt, though.  I'm not sure why I didn't want to share that detail yet.  I had made such a mess of wrongfully accusing people in the past and I never wanted to make that mistake again.

Wanda shook her head.  "Paige, I'm going to head down to the clinic right now to sit by your Granny until she wakes up."

"But what about your shop?" I asked.

"Never you mind about that," she replied.  "I'll put a 'Gone Fishing' sign in the window and tell all the tourists to come back tomorrow."

"But this is the busiest week of the year," I protested.

"We'll figure something out," she said, patting my hand.  "Maybe I'll just have to settle for cubic zirconia instead of diamonds when I buy this year's tiara.  Now, you get back to your shop and tell Stan and Fred they are barking up the wrong tree.  Let them know of the mess they made of all this and see if you can find a copy of that book."

I turned to walk towards the door as Wanda closed up, but then stopped.  "Wanda, do you know where Georgia used to live?"

"Oh sure, honey," she replied, pointing in the general direction of the main road.  "Head out like you're going to your cottage but don't turn up the hill.  Keep going and you'll see it.  It's an old green trailer back in the woods.  I have no idea how she got a hook-up out there, but she swore she liked the solitude."

"Thank you," I said, dashing out.  "Thank you for everything!"

Now, I know I should have gone back to the coffee shop, but the thing was, I knew that Stan and Fred were occupied.  And if Stan and Fred were occupied, I knew there was not much danger of them interrupting me if I did a little breaking and entering.  I snuck around back to get my bike, and then I headed out in the direction Wanda had pointed me to Georgia's home.

I didn't know what I would find there, but I figured there had to be something.  Notes or manuscripts or maybe even a copy of the book.  It was much farther than Wanda made it sound, but eventually, I came on it.

There was a dirt road, two tire tracks wide, which led to the trailer.  The trailer had a green aluminum roof sticking out over a rotted wood carport.  It was a single-wide vs. a double-wide.  I pulled my bike up to the front and left it leaning against the railing.  The whole place was wrapped in yellow, plastic "Police Line" tape.  I ducked under, walked up the sagging wooden steps, and knocked on the flimsy metal screen door.  No one answered, so I figured no one was there to mind if I went in and looked around.

The door was locked, but I pulled out a credit card and slid it into the jamb.  Within seconds, I had it jimmied open.  Security isn't such a huge thing when your walls are practically made of paper and you've got nothing to steal.

The room smelled of stale air and old, fried food.  I thought that Stan and Fred must have been there to look for murder clues, but honestly, everything seemed just as Georgia had left it the morning she died.  Who knows... maybe it never dawned on Stan and Fred to start their investigation by looking through her stuff.  

The yellowed curtains were drawn over the windows, casting the room in a dim light.  There was a ratty, oatmeal-colored recliner and a television the size of a Cadillac.  The walls were hidden behind floor-to-ceiling shelves.  They were filled with DVDs and books stacked three deep.  There were several plants hanging from macramé holders, but from the looks of things, they had been dead long before Georgia shuffled off to the great tollbooth in the sky.

I flipped on the overhead light, but it appeared that Georgia hadn't paid her electric bill.  Or maybe she ran her electricity from a generator and hadn't refilled the tank.  Whatever the reason, it made me pull out my phone from my pocket and turn on my flashlight app.

I shone it around the room.  It didn't reveal much.  Just that she was a drab, moderately messy person who spent the majority of her free time relaxing in a velour lounger.

On the coffee table were opened bills and Soap Opera Digests and a self-help book called The Enigma.  It was one of those "visualize yourself to success" bestsellers that had been all the rage a couple years ago.

I moved into the kitchen.  There were a couple plates stacked in the sink.  Honestly, if I didn't know what a horrible, miserable person Georgia was, I would have felt a little sad about her lonely life.  I knew she had some kids and grandkids on the island, but I didn't see a trace of them anywhere – no happy family portraits, no drawings on the refrigerator, nothing.

That's when I moved into the breakfast nook and made a discovery that killed any empathy I had for the woman.  

There were curtains hanging along one wall, slightly parted in the middle.  It looked like they were hiding some pictures, so I decided to take a peek. I pushed back the curtain and then full-on recoiled.

In great, big, cutout letters Georgia had covered in glitter were the words: "My Dream Board."  And behind them, Georgia had created a collage.  She had pasted her face onto a stock photo of someone throwing a bunch of money in the air.  And then she had glued her face onto some woman in a beautiful gown accepting an Academy award.  Oscar in one hand, in her other she held a copy of Georgia's tell-all book.  Listen, those are dreams I could understand.

But then there were pictures from wedding catalogs with Georgia's face glued onto the faces of the bride.  And on the groom?  She had glued pictures of Byron Edward.  There were all sorts of pictures, cut out from newspapers and from old yearbooks.  She glued heart stickers and cherubs all around them.  It looked like the wall of a 13-year-old who is obsessed with a band or a movie star.  But she also had pictures of cemeteries and she had drawn Granny's name on the tombstones.  There was Johnny's dad, Doyle, too.  She had cut out anvils and made it look like they were dropping on his head, like Wiley E. Coyote.  There was some other woman I didn't recognize.  She was dressed 1980s chic with big feathered bangs and a punk rock jacket.  The pictures were black and white so I couldn't tell what color her hair was other than "not dark" and Georgia had drawn little "x"s over her eyes and devil's horns and beards and mustaches.  

I looked at the table.  Georgia's empty cereal bowl had been left directly across from the collage.  So, she would actually sit down and stare at the collage every morning when she ate?  So creepy.

I snapped a picture of the whole thing with my phone.  

I still hadn't found any notes, though, or copies of Georgia's book.  I continued on into her bedroom.  She had a bent-wicker headboard straight out of the 1970s.  The bed itself was covered in a polyester comforter with blue and green roses.  There were romance books all over her bedside table, stacked up on the floor along the wall, and piled up on her dresser, but no sign of the book she had written.  I chewed on the inside of my lip.  Should I start digging through her drawers?  It felt like one thing to go snooping around a person's house, but to then thumb through their things... I took a deep breath and steeled my resolve.

I tucked my hand into my sleeve to keep from leaving fingerprints and began opening up her drawers.  They were crammed with old clothes, but nothing more.  Where did she keep all of her notes and paperwork?  Is it possible she did everything on a computer?  But there wasn’t so much as a laptop in the house.  I pulled open the closet and that's when I decided it was time to stop.  Sure, there were her clothes and seven neatly hung copies of her tollbooth uniform.  That wasn't so strange.  The strange part came from the basket full of baby dolls and the beekeeper's outfit.

I was done.  

As I started to close the door, though, my light fell on an open shoebox beneath the white leg of the jumpsuit.  I smiled.  There's what I was looking for.  Lying on top of a stack of papers was the book Georgia had written.  Granny might not be well enough to tell me what was inside, but now I could find out for myself.  

I heard metal crashing outside and it made me jump.  I shoved my phone in my pocket and ran to the door.  I peered out the window in time to see a raccoon rummaging through Georgia's garbage cans. 

I placed my hand on my pounding heart and realized I had come to the limit of my courage that day.  I walked out the front door, being careful to lock it behind, and headed towards my bike, giving the raccoon a wide berth.

But as I walked by, a napkin from the trashcan blew across my path.  It was stained the electric red of cherry pie syrup.
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As I rode back, I couldn't help but wonder about the red stains that were showing up everywhere.  We were the only official bakery in town, but I wasn't making cherry pie.  There was Yvette's café.  She served pie.  She also had a run-in with Byron last month shortly before he died.  It turned out her husband had tried to cheat Byron out of a whole lot of money.  Could she have something to do with it?  

And that still didn't answer who hated Georgia enough to kill her?  I mean, no one liked her.  But to actually kill her?  That was a whole new level of animosity.  Who was that other woman in the pictures?  And what had gone on between Georgia and Doyle?  Why did her vision board involved dropping anvils on his head?

I felt like I was leaving with more questions than I started with.  I patted the book in my jacket pocket.  Hopefully, it would give me some real answers soon.  

But first, I needed to check in on Granny.  I rode over to the clinic, parked my bike, and went inside.  

The nurse seemed surprised to see me.  "Paige!  We've been trying to reach you!"

"Oh?" I asked.  My stomach dropped into my shoes.

The nurse must have seen the look on my face because she swiftly reassured me.  "Your grandmother is fine."

"Oh thank goodness," I said, resting my hand on my heart.

"The doctor recommended a series of stress tests and a little more observation of her heart rhythms to make sure she's okay, but we just don't have the equipment or the bed space."

"Oh," I said.  The clinic was really only meant for stabilization, scrapes and bruises, and the occasional antibiotic dispensary.

"We transferred her to the mainland," the nurse told me.

"Wait," I replied.  "You transferred her?  Without asking me?"

"We tried to reach you," she said.

Suddenly my phone chirped and I looked down as four missed calls and twelve texts from Wanda came in at once.  I held up my phone.  "Just got them all."

The nurse smiled apologetically.  "We knew that the cell reception around your cottage is terrible and you weren't picking up your landline.  We couldn't wait.  The medivac needed to get going.  She was alert enough to consent and Wanda went with her."

I took a deep breath and tried to swallow the guilt.  My snooping through Georgia's things meant I hadn't been around when Granny needed me.  "Of course.  Thank you for taking care of her."

"I expect they'll keep her overnight and she'll be back on the ferry tomorrow.  Again, everything looks great, it's just that women's heart issues can mask themselves and the doctor wanted to make sure that nothing was missed."

"Okay," I said, taking a deep breath.  "Do you have a number I can reach her?"

"Of course," said the nurse, writing down the number on a piece of paper.  "The biggest thing is just to not cause her stress or worry.  Keep things light.  Handle the things here for her so she can focus on feeling better.  This will all be over before you know it."

I smiled grimly and nodded.  I walked out to my bike.  There was nothing to be done.  It was going to be another half-hour before the helicopter even landed, at least an hour before I could call her, but Wanda was with her, so at least she was in good hands.

As I rode back towards Bitter Beans, I saw that Johnny was working his surf shack.  Just the sight of him was like a center of peace and familiarity in this mess.  I realized I could really use a friend.  I mean, you can't rely on Johnny for too much, but I'd known him for as long as I'd been coming to the island and he understood how important Granny was.  

I rode my bike over and waited as he finished with a customer.  

He gave me a wave.  "Yo!  Paige!"  He then began frantically waving at me as if I somehow had not seen him.

"Hey!" I called back, giving him the return wave of acknowledgement he seemed so desperate for.

He closed the cash register drawer and walked over to me.  "I feel, like, I haven't seen you at all.  Is Linda coming between us?  Because, for serious, Paige.  You're always my best friend.  Bros before hos.  Always."

I smiled for, I think, the first time since all this horribleness began.  "I swear she isn't coming between us."

He wiped his forehead.  "Awesome.  Because, like, she can really dominate a conversation and I didn't want you to ever feel like you weren't being heard.  Because your voice is very important to me and to the world and I don't want anyone to make you feel less than you.  And stuff."

This time I laughed.  "I swear, Johnny, I think it's great you and Linda found each other.  As long as you're happy, I'm happy."

He looked towards the ticket booth and wrinkled his nose.  "Yeah.  I'm going to have to reflect on that."

"Trouble in paradise?  Already?"

Johnny leaned against the counter.  "She's kind of weird, Paige.  She, like, REALLY likes her job.  Which I would, like, totally support if she was, like, baking cakes like you or raising baby orphaned elephants or backpacking across Nepal or something.  But she, like... she's really into sitting in a glass box and selling tickets.  Like, really."

"What are you going to do about it?" I asked.

He stared off into the horizon and his voice softened with the deep thoughts coursing their way through his mind.  "I hate to break her heart, but sometimes you gotta admit maybe you're not soulmates.  You have to empty the cup so that it can be filled.  Love is like a piece of driftwood.  Throw it out into the ocean and if it returns in the surf, you know it was meant to be.  And if they don't come back, they like... aren't the one meant for you... or something."  His eyes widened as his thoughts progressed.  "Unless they get eaten by a shark.  Because sometimes sharks think you're, like, a seal."  He looked at me.  "If I set her free, she won't get eaten by a shark, will she?"

"I'm pretty sure she's safe," I replied.  "She works in a glass box."

"I don't mean like a real one," he clarified.  "I mean, like a metaphysical one and stuff.  Like, symbolic and junk."

"I got you," I assured him.  "No, I think you're right."  I placed a hand softly on his arm.  "Do you want me to go with you?" 

He thought about it for awhile and then nodded.  "Yeah.  That'd be super cool, Paige."

So, my bike in tow, we walked over towards the ticket booth.  There were a few families walking around, but no one in line.  I stood off to the side to give Johnny the room he needed, but I still remained close enough to eavesdrop on what he had to say.  Sometimes other people's misery is a good way to keep your brain from spinning around on your own, and Johnny's drama was better than a soap opera.

Johnny looked back at me for reassurance.  I gave him a thumbs up, encouraging him to be brave.  Johnny leaned forward and craned his head down so that he was speaking through the opening in the ticket booth which most people use to exchange money, not words.  "Um, Linda?" he asked.

She rolled her eyes and put down her book.  "What?"

"Um... I was just wondering if we could like... talk."

"Sure," she said.  She paused to pop a piece of gum into her mouth.

Johnny took a deep breath.  I could see him trying to figure out how to say what he needed to say as gently as possible.  It was all lost on Linda.   

"So, I was thinking, maybe things are getting too serious between us and maybe we should see other people."

"Cool," she replied, her face completely deadpan.  She picked up her book and went back to where she left off.

It was like the gigantic tension Johnny had been carrying dissipated like a soap bubble bursting.  Johnny backed away in relief, giving a massive exhale.  He motioned for me to fall in step beside him, and we walked up the street towards Bitter Beans.  He didn't glance back.

"That was intense," he confessed.

"You handled it like a champ," I replied, putting my hand on his shoulder to let him know how proud I was of him.  

"I'm gonna need a second," he stated.  He stopped.  Put his hands on his waist.  Breathed in and out.  Then, he turned to me.  "I'm good."

"Can I buy you a churro or something?" I asked.

His eyes lit up.  "Yeah, that would be stellar!" he said, and then gave a little skip.  

I laughed.  "Go close up your shop.  I'll meet you back here."

Johnny tore off down the street in a full sprint and I aimed my bike towards Bitter Beans.  Unfortunately, Stan and Fred were still loading out boxes, which meant I couldn't have reopened the shop even if I had wanted to.  It was a sign.  Like a thunderstorm canceling a game, I was calling the day on account of epic stupidity.  I'd try again tomorrow.  I parked my bike behind the shop, headed back to the intersection to wait for Johnny, and we marched off towards the bright lights and rocking music of the Founders' Festival.

"You sure you're okay?" I asked.

"About what?" he replied.

And I knew he was totally good.  

The Founders' Festival was in full swing.  There were lots of artisans from the mainland who had set up booths.  There was a whole row for authors hosted by our little library.  Most of them were selling recipe books and volumes of local history.  I couldn't help but note there was a space where Georgia should have been sitting.

"I wonder what was in that book of hers..." I mused.

"Whose book?" asked Johnny.

I pulled the book out of my pocket.  "Georgia.  She was going to sell this here."

He grabbed it and started flipping through the pages.  "I bet it's full of all sorts of secrets. You see and hear everything in that ticket booth."

I grabbed it out of his hands and looked around nervously.  If someone had been willing to kill for this book, I didn't want them to see that I had another copy.  "The weird thing is that Granny had a copy of this book, but after she had her fall, it disappeared."

"Maybe she took it to the hospital with her?" he offered.

"No, I was there the whole time.  There was no bag packing that happened."

"Weird," remarked Johnny.

"Yep," I agreed.

"Is the shop haunted?"

"Not that I know of."

"Well, then, it wouldn't have been moved by a ghost..."  Johnny squinted and looked up at the sky.  "I feel like I've seen that book before."

"Yeah?" I asked.  The thing about Johnny is that him saying he might have seen something before might be referring to something he saw five seconds ago or years ago or just in his imagination.

"Yeah!" he said, snapping his fingers.  "My dad was reading it!"

"Really...?" I confirmed.

"Yeah," he said.  "Or maybe he wasn't reading it.  But he had it. It was on his nightstand when I got him up this morning."

"Huh," I replied, wondering what that meant.  Had Georgia dropped off a copy to blackmail him, too?  There were all those pictures of Johnny's dad dying horrible deaths on her wall.  It was obvious that she wasn't that crazy about the guy.  I didn't want to freak Johnny out, but I hoped that whoever had targeted Granny wouldn't come after his dad.  Still, forewarned is forearmed.  "So..."  I gave him the rundown on the horse tranquilizers, and finding Granny in the storage room and everything.  

His eyes got huge. "What—-?" he said.

"Yeah," I replied.  "I mean, who even has tranquilizers?" I said, hooking my thumb towards the pony rides.  "I mean, aside from those guys.  Or the vets looking after those guys.  Do you think they even have vets looking out after those guys?"

Johnny shrugged.  "Tough to tell."

We both stared at the pony ride, trying to figure out if any of them looked lame or sleepy, aside from their normal, bored manner.

"Yeah, tough to tell," Johnny repeated.

We wandered up one of the rows towards the food trucks.  There were a couple of tables selling homemade treats:  jellies and jams, baked goods, and cobbler in mason jars.  It made me think about the red handprints I found everywhere.  I didn't want to freak Johnny out, but if there was something going on and his dad got hurt and I could have prevented it, I would feel awful.

"Just something else to look out for... There was this red syrup handprint on the wall," I blurted out, "but Granny didn't leave it.  And it looked like someone left a handprint on her shirt.  And then Trevor was lifting a box and he left red on my shirt."

"Oooo... do you think he tried to kill your Granny?" asked Johnny.

I dismissed the thought.  "No, Trevor's a nice guy."

"Jake seemed like a nice guy until he tried to kill you."

Johnny had a point.  "Maybe I should go say hello to Trevor and see how his bar is coming together," I said.

"I think that might be a really good idea," said Johnny.  

And when Johnny starts seeing the logic in your reasoning, you know there is something that you should pay attention to.

But not tonight.  There were trucks lined up and down the field, though, offering pretty much every food a person might want: fish tacos, Thai noodles, grilled macaroni and cheese sandwiches, ice cream, cupcakes, BBQ, and what we were looking for, the fried everything truck.  The place you go to get a funnel cake or a churro or donuts or whatever.

I bought one for each of us and we strolled through the lights of the midway, chowing down on the cinnamon sugar fried goodness.  There was a two-story slide and kids were coming down it on burlap bags.  There was a bouncy castle.  There was a small scale Zipper and a Tilt-a-whirl ride run by some rough-looking folks.

"My dad used to run a Ferris wheel," Johnny remarked.

"Really?" I asked, surprised to hear this for the first time.

He shrugged.  "Yeah.  He ran away from home in high school to join the carnival."  He took a huge bite of his churro. "Still keeps in touch and sometimes picks up an odd job or two."

"I didn't know that about him.  He didn't get along too well with your grandma and grandpa or something?" I asked.

"No idea.  He grew up in an orphanage," said Johnny.

"Really?" I said.  It's weird.  Johnny and I had known each other since we were little kids and my mom hauled me off to the island for the summer.  But as kids, you just spend your days having a great time.  And as we got older, it just felt like we knew everything about each other because we had grown up together.  I realized that his dad was such a jerk and his mom was such a drifter, we just didn't talk much about their lives aside from coming up with excuses to get him out of the house.  "That must've been rough."

Johnny just shrugged.  "Yeah.  I figure they must not've been the nicest people."

I bit back the words that Doyle's parenting style sort of made sense now.  Just leave Johnny to fend for himself and trust the kid was smart enough to survive.

"What about your mom?" I asked.

Johnny shrugged.  "Yeah.  He doesn't talk about her, either.  She just shows up every now and then with money and then disappears again."

I wondered how much Johnny's dad relied on Johnny to provide his cash now.  "How's it going working with your dad at the surf shack?" I asked.

Johnny shrugged.  "I'll be glad when the season slows down and he goes back to drinking beer on the couch."

"Totally get it," I replied.  I grew thoughtful, thinking about how he had been lurking around.  "He was acting kind of weird the other day."

"He was?"

"Yeah, when Georgia was discovered in the ticket booth, he followed me back to the shop."

"He gets bored," Johnny offered.

"Sure."  There's wasn't really anything else to say, so instead, we sat there in silence finishing up our snacks, which is one of the things I liked about Johnny.  Even if the world goes crashing around one's ears, he makes you feel okay about watching the people go by.

Johnny pointed to the large Ferris wheel with the cabins that spun 360.  "Want to see who pukes first?"

"Always," I said, giving him a grin.
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Well, it turned out I was the first to puke.  Johnny was so used to getting pounded by the ocean, I think his stomach valve had welded itself shut.

"RIGHTEOUS!" he said, high-fiving me after I finished heaving my guts into a trash can.

"Oh man, Johnny," I said, wiping my mouth with a handful of napkins.  "That did not taste as good coming up as it did going down."

"We're gonna get you so conditioned, you'll be able to go up to space with NASA and not even go through their gyroscopic twirly thing."

"Everybody's gotta have a goal," I said, not mentioning that was something more along the lines of Johnny's goals than mine.  

Johnny handed me a water bottle.  I swished some around in my mouth and spat it out.  

"Well, if you're feeling better, maybe I'll let you get back to work.  I forgot to lock up the surf shack," he said.  

I looked at him strangely.  "But you went back to close it up...?"

"I forgot why I was going over there and turned around, thinking maybe it would help me to remember why I was going to the shack, but then I thought about churros, and I forgot to remember that I was trying to remember something."  He gazed off in the direction of the ocean.  "Hopefully folks found the stuff they needed to borrow and will remember to bring it back."

That's my Johnny.

"Catch you later!" he said, walking away.  He then stopped and turned around, walking backward as he spoke.  "Oh!  And bring Nate sometime for a surf lesson or something, would you?  The man looks tense."

"I'll do that!" I replied, giving him a wave.

When my stomach finally calmed itself down, I decided to make my way back to Bitter Beans in case there was a late crowd looking for an afternoon cuppa.  I'd feel awful if Granny came back to an empty till because I was too busy having fun at the Founders' Festival.  But I decided to take the scenic route through the handcrafted section.  I paused to look at some gorgeous jewelry, made by wrapping silver wire around mother-of-pearl shells.  It reminded me of something a mermaid would wear.  As I picked up a piece to admire in the mirror, a voice called out to me.  

"Nate should buy you that." 

I turned around and Trevor was standing in the grassy aisle, looking at me in the way he used to look at me when we first began dating.  It was sort of this wistful admiration.  

If I was honest with myself, I'm not sure when we dated if I liked him for him, or if I liked how he made me feel.  When a guy looks at you like you're the most gorgeous woman he's ever laid eyes on, it takes a lot for an unattached girl not to fall for it.  

Fortunately, I was older and wiser.  AND I had a guy who was worth ten Trevors.

"Speak of the devil," I said, then regretting my words.  "I meant, I was just talking about you with Johnny."

"Really?" he asked, his mouth crinkling into a mischievous smile.  "And what were you saying about me?"

And then I realized I absolutely couldn't tell him that we were talking about was whether or not the red stuff on his hands implicated him as an attempted murderer, thank you very much, and have a nice day.  

"Oh, just... Johnny broke up with his girlfriend and I was telling him that things can be awkward, but sometimes you can still be friends with your exes," I lied.

The reason that Trevor got into political science is that he's super competitive.  Just like how I didn't know if I ever liked him for him or him for the way he made me feel, I think there were a lot of decisions he made, not because he wanted the prize, but because a challenge had been thrown down.  I realized that by letting him know he was classified in my mind the same as Johnny, he suddenly decided he should be classified as something more.  

"Is that what we are, Paige?" asked Trevor, suddenly stepping in close to me and picking something out of my hair.  His fingers lingered.  "Friends?"

"I hope so...?" I countered.

He smiled, then slipped his arm around my waist.  It felt so natural and comfortable, I forgot for a moment that he wasn't allowed to touch me that way anymore.  I put a little bit of distance between us.

"We are most definitely friends," I emphasized, stepping away.

He shrugged and looked off into the distance.  "I don't know, Paige.  I guess... I guess maybe it's just the summer and the beach and all of these people walking around together, but... It's just got me thinking about us."

"Um... you were the one who put an end to us, if I remember correctly," I pointed out.

"I just... I have just been thinking that maybe it was a big mistake."

I couldn't help the laugh that escaped my lips.  "A big mistake?" I said.  I realized how just a couple months ago, I would have done anything to hear him say those words.  But now they held absolutely no weight or truth.  He just wanted to be top dog.

"I just... I just thought that maybe I would ask how serious things are between you and Nate."

"Well," I said.  "We're exclusive.  And we really like each other."

"Are you sure you're exclusive?" he asked.

My eyes narrowed, wondering what game he was playing.  "Why?"

"Well, I just saw him spending a lot of time with that blonde girl.  What's her name?  Madison?  The one from the development company?"

I almost guffawed at his lame attempt to make me jealous.  "Oh, there is NOTHING going on there," I assured him.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes.  I am absolutely, positively, without a doubt sure."

"I just saw them walking around the beach together and eating lunch together and it seems like every time I turn around, he's with her and not with you.  And you deserve better than that.  You deserve a guy who really appreciates you and treats you right."

"And you think that you're that guy?" I replied, folding my arms with incredulity.  "A man currently hitting on another man's girlfriend?"

He shrugged.  "We were good together, Paige.  Say what you will, we had a lot of fun."

I spoke slowly and clearly so that there would be no misunderstanding between the two of us.  "I'm involved in a relationship with a guy I really like."

"I know..." Trevor sighed.  "I guess... I guess it's just being here and feeling so alone and being so grateful to have you here.  It's just messing with my head.  It's hard to feel alone."

"You're not alone," I tried to reassure him, while also making it clear that I couldn't be the remedy for the 'alone'.

"My uncle is in prison.  Everyone thinks I’m a murderer.  I know no one here.  It is just hard."  He looked at me with great big puppy-dog eyes.  "Could I have a hug?"

It's hard when you have a history with someone and you sort of see the red flags, but you have a history with that person.  You don't want to be a jerk, but at the same time... I sighed.  It was just a friendly hug.  "Um... sure," I said.  

I put my arms around his waist, but also made sure to keep our lower halves in different global hemispheres.

"Mmmmm... that feels so good," he sighed, rubbing my back as he held on to me.

"That's enough," I stated, pulling away.

"Okay..." he said, still not letting go.

And that's when I looked over and saw Nate standing there staring at me.  Madison's arm was linked through his and her jaw was dropped in shock.  I pushed Trevor away.

"Um... hey," said Nate. 

Trevor turned and his face turned red.  "Um... that wasn't what it looked like.  I wasn't macking on your woman."

"She's a grown adult and can do whatever she'd like," Nate said, but there was a little hurt in his eyes.  "Is Trevor someone you would... like... to..." he started to say.

"No!  NO!" I answered back.  "He said he was just sad and needed a hug and—"

"Right," said Nate, detaching himself from Madison.  "Um, I'm not feeling so well right now.  If you'll excuse me."

He turned and walked away swiftly.  I turned and punched Trevor in the arm.  "IDIOT!" I said.

"Paige, I'm really, REALLY sorry. I did not mean to cause trouble."

"Yes, you did," I said, pointing a finger at him.  "You knew exactly what you were doing."

I turned and stormed after Nate, glancing over my shoulder to give Trevor a death glare.  I caught him looking down at the ground guiltily while Madison slid her finger up his arm suggestively.  I had no idea what was going on there but I didn't like it.

Nate was walking towards the beach when I caught up with him.  I grabbed his arm.  

"Nate!  Stop!  It's not—"

He held up his hands, unable to meet my eyes.  "No, Paige, you don't need to explain.  Like I said, you and me?  We're just... I mean... We're here for the summer and we're having a great time and you are free to be with whoever you want to be with."

"Nate," I said, stopping him.  "I want to be with you.  Trevor and I dated, but that was a long time ago and I don't feel for him that way anymore."

"It's okay if you do," said Nate.  "I would understand.  Exes can be complicated."

"Exes you still have feelings for are complicated.  Exes you don't care about aren't.  Trevor had just said that he was having a bad day and asked for a hug."

"Which is TOTALLY cool," Nate insisted.

"But he hung on and wouldn't let go."

"Well, that part isn't cool."  He reached out.  "Are you okay?  Did he make you feel uncomfortable?"

"Yes, he did," I replied, allowing him to take me into his arms.  "I don't like that feeling at all."

"I'll go talk to him if you'd like," offered Nate.

"No," I replied, with a sigh.  "I am going to have to set some really hard boundaries with him."  I leaned against him.  "Thanks for taking my side."

"Of COURSE!" said Nate, horrified.

"It's not the way Trevor would have handled things." I looked up at Nate and smiled.  "And that would be one of the many reasons I'm with you and not a guy like him."

"Well, I bet it was really strange to look up and see Madison's arm through mine," he said.

"Yeah, I'm not thinking that woman is much of a threat," I replied.  "She's kind of horrible."

"She's like those Styrofoam peanuts that stick to your finger with static electricity and you can't get off.  I swear, I'm ready to sign whatever she's got just to get her away from me."

I laughed.  "I think signing a business agreement with someone usually means that you need to actually spend more time with them."

"Well, that's a lousy plan then."

"What does she want?" I asked.

Nate looked out at the ocean and rested his chin on top of my head.  He heaved a heavy sigh.  "She wants to create that cruise terminal over on the other side of the island by the old canning factory."

"Yeah?  She still thinks that’s a good idea?"

"She said that they would be bringing in tourists five days a week.  Thousands of them.  People from all over the globe looking for the quiet life on a remote northern island."

"That kind of kills the whole quiet and remote part of things, though, doesn't it?"

"That's what I'm thinking," said Nate.  "But the problem is it would be a financial boon for everyone living here.  I mean, they all deserve an opportunity for financial prosperity, but..."

"Money isn't everything," I reminded him.

"I know," said Nate.  "But think about your Granny.  How much is it going to cost for her to be in the hospital like this?  How many days will the shop be closed because you're trying to handle all the things while she's gone?  This is the big week.  All the vendors and the tourists die down from this point forward.  What will your Granny do if she doesn't hit her financial marks during the Founders' Festival?"

"She'll manage," I replied, but his words hit home.  I realized there was a lot of truth to what he was saying.  Granny had weathered storms before, but not because of a medical emergency.  Was she going to be okay?  Was she going to find herself six months from now trying to make ends meet?  She didn't deserve that.  "We'll find out who did this and sue the pants off of them and then she won't have to worry about a thing for the rest of her life."

"I don't think that's how the justice system works," Nate informed me, kissing me on the top of the head.

"You're sure?"

"Pretty sure."

"Well, there goes that plan..."  I sighed.  "Oh Nate... what are we going to do?"

He gazed down at me.  "I have to put together a town council," he said.

"Really?"

"I feel like if I'm going to start making decisions about all the land my family owns, I should get some input from the town."

"I think that sounds like a great idea," I answered.  I looked back at the festival.  "Hey, Nate.  What would you say if you held it at Trevor's place?"

He gave me a laugh.  "You want me to hold it at Trevor's place?  The bar formerly run by a serial killer who terrorized this town?  The one now run by your creepy ex-boyfriend who just pulled some seriously not-cool moves on you?"

"Okay, it sounds bad when you say it like that.  It's just... the bar is going nowhere.  I don't think Trevor is going anywhere.  So if there's some way to make the island feel comfortable with it, it'll help everything.  And I think Trevor seeing us together might help get it cemented in his head that I'm not on the market."

"Not on the market at all," said Nate, squeezing me tighter.  

"I'll check with him tomorrow," I murmured into his shoulder.  I hoped he couldn't tell that I had a whole other ulterior motive in wanting to get into Trevor's bar, and it had to do with checking out his supply of grenadine. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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I swung by Bitter Beans to officially close up shop and make sure that Captain was fed, but when I reached into my pocket to get my keys, I found an unpleasant surprise.

"Oh crap!" I exclaimed, looking around.  Georgia's book was missing.  It was too dark to find it now.  Johnny and I had gone on all of those carnival rides and there's that whole thing about securing loose items.  It could have gone flying off anywhere.  I cursed and then heaved out a huge sigh.  It was like this book was doing everything it could to not be read by me.  I calmed myself and decided I'd just have to ask Johnny to steal his dad's copy when his dad was passed out on the couch some night.

Captain was thrilled to see me and I realized that neither of us really wanted to be alone while Granny wasn't around.  I told myself staying at her place would mean less of a commute the next day, but really, I just wanted to be around places that had her touch.

I pulled the number of the mainland hospital out of my jeans pocket and dialed.  In a few minutes, reception had connected me to Granny's room.

"Paige!" Granny exclaimed.

"How are you feeling?" I asked.

She shushed away my concerns.  "Right as rain.  I have no idea why these fools are keeping me here.  I'll be home tomorrow."

I wanted to ask her all about Georgia's book and what happened in the back room, but the nurse's caution not to stress her out haunted me.

"I'm so glad you're feeling better" were the words that finally came out of my mouth.

"Such a fuss!  I was just feeling a little woozy," she said.  "They said someone tried to poison me!  Craziest thing I ever heard.  Horse tranquilizers!  Do they think I'm a pony?"

"Any idea who might have done it?" I asked.

"The whole night's a little fuzzy," she replied.  "We were there at Wanda's—"

"HI PAIGE!" shouted Wanda in the background.

I felt a wave of relief that Granny wasn't alone there at the hospital.  If a positive outlook helped people to recover faster, Wanda would have Granny back to her old self in no time.

"And then I went to the Founders' Festival to enjoy the night air," Granny continued, "but I got a message that Georgia's books had come in and were being held at the ferry terminal.  They said I had to go pick them up right away if I didn't want to pay overnight storage fees.  So I went over and someone helped me load them into the back room..." Granny's voice trailed off.  "I saw so many people and ate so many things, there's no telling what happened."

"You can't remember who helped you?" I pressed.

"A total blank."  I could hear her sigh on the other line.  "It is what it is, Paige.  It's a small island and eventually, someone will hear something.  But I don't want you out there trying to solve this mystery.  Probably just some dumb prank by an idiot teenager."

"But Granny—"

She cut me off.  "I almost lost you when Jake went off the deep end.  I want you to leave this alone.  We'll tackle it together when I get back."

"Okay," I lied, trying to be supportive.  I didn't dare risk saying anything more, so instead, I changed the subject.  "Is Wanda staying all night with you?  Does she need me to find her a hotel?"

"Oh, she's got her daughter over here on the mainland.  She's going to spend the day with her and then come get me tomorrow afternoon when they let me go.  We'll have a nice little ride back on the ferry.  Who knows, maybe pick ourselves up a couple of sailors."

I laughed.  Leave it to Granny to find the bright spot in the middle of a storm.  "I'm glad that you've got someone there.  Should I call Mom?" I asked.

"Don't you dare!" Granny replied in horror.  "I swear to St. Elvis Presley that if you call that mother of yours and tell her what happened, I will fire you so quick it'll make your head spin."

"She'd want to know..." I replied.

"She'll get in a huff and come out here and next thing you know, she'll be shuttling me off to some old person's home.  Everything is FINE."

I heaved a big sigh.  I was going to get read the riot act if Mom ever found out what happened and that I hadn't told her.  "Okay, but if this gets out?  I'm telling her it's your fault."

"Well, I'm not going to tell her," said Granny.

"I WON'T TELL HER!" shouted Wanda.

"And neither will I," I replied.

"Problem solved!  Now, you just hold down the fort for me and I'll be back before you even miss me."

"Promise?"

"I promise."

Captain came over and booped my leg with his fuzzy head.  I picked him up and he meowed into the receiver.  "Captain says sweet dreams!"

"Sweet dreams to the two of you!  I love you both!" Granny replied and then hung up the phone.

Talking to her made me feel a little better.  I was still not thrilled with the whole situation, but the huge weight hanging over my head seemed to lighten by at least 20lbs.  I took out the trash and fed Captain.  I swept up as he played and left him downstairs to do his cat thing as late as he needed to do it while I crawled into Granny's bed upstairs.

It felt like the alarm went off the moment my head hit the pillow.  I got up, got showered, and headed down to the shop. I got the baking done and then was slammed from the moment the doors opened until a couple hours before noon.  The nice thing is that when you're so busy, you don't even realize how quickly the time is passing.  I felt really bad, though.  Our credit card machine kept denying people's cards.

"I am so sorry," I apologized handing the card back to yet another customer.  "We seem to be having an issue with our reader."

At least this woman didn't apologetically back away and say to void the transaction.  Instead, she began rifling through her purse.  "No, I'm sure I have cash—"  Her voice stopped as she looked at her phone.  "Oh no!" she exclaimed as she read the screen.

"What is it?" 

"My card has been stolen," she replied, showing me the notification from her bank.

"I am so sorry!" I said, feeling bad for her but a little better for us in that it wasn't our equipment.

She pulled out another card.  "Try this one."

It rang through without a problem and I handed over her coffee.  "Did you use it anywhere else today?"

"All over," she sighed.  "It could have been swiped anywhere.  I forgot to buy a return ferry ticket, so I grabbed one this morning, and then a couple things over at the Founders' Festival, I grabbed a t-shirt at... what's it called?  Wanda's Place?  OH!  And some lures at that bait shop.  I'm doing a shadow box." she replied.  "So strange."

Wanda was over with Granny.  "I didn't know Wanda's shop was open..." I stated.  

"Oh," she replied, puzzled by my reaction.  "It was totally open for business."

"I'll have to run over," I mumbled, noting I needed to find out who had opened Wanda's shop while she was out of town.

"Nicest gentleman there.  Red hair... glasses..."

"Oh," I said. "That's Tim.  He owns the bait shop."

"AH!" she replied.  "So nice that you help each other out.  Small town living, huh?"

But in my mind, I started thinking about how Tim had been the first person on the scene when Granny had fallen.  He was the one who knew we weren't in the shop.  Had he gone up to Granny's room and taken her book?  And now he was running Wanda's store?  

But before I could ask her any more questions, Nate came running in, breathless. 

"Paige," he said.  "It's an emergency.  Johnny needs you."

I turned to the two customers.  "I have to go."  We shooed them out.  I hated that we were basically sending business to Yvette's café when I had sworn to Granny I would hold down the fort, but I hoped she'd understand that it was for Johnny.  I ripped my apron off over my head and dashed towards the door, locking it behind me.  Nate grabbed my hand and we ran to the beach.

Johnny was sitting there, cradling Linda's limp body in his arms and moaning low.  I ran up to him and threw my arms around him, wrapping him up so that he knew he would be safe.  Stan and Fred were running along the top of the cliff, trying to figure out how to get down to the beach.

"Oh, Paige, she's dead.  I know she's dead..." he said.

I took Linda's pulse.  "She isn't dead," I replied, but I had some suspicions about what was going on.

Officers Stan and Fred were on the sandy shores, rolling out their Police Line tape and shooing back the tourists.  

"Linda," replied, Johnny, burying his face into her shoulder.  "I think I loved her, Paige."

"You broke up with her," I said, the sentence falling out of my mouth before I realized how callous it sounded.  "I mean, I know that you had feelings for her, Johnny, but—"

"Maybe if I hadn't broken up with her," he sniffled.  "Maybe then she wouldn't have gone off and gotten murdered."

"Whoa!  Whoa.  Whoa," said Nate, kneeling down beside him.  "You did nothing that 'got her murdered.'  She's still alive.  The EMTs will be here any minute."

"She said she wanted to have a picnic to talk things out and wanted to meet me here.  But when I got here, she was like this."

Stan came walking over, hitching up his pants.  "Yep.  Most definitely attempted murder."  He held up a knife covered in red.  "Look familiar, Paige?"

"A knife covered in cherry syrup?"

He looked at it.  "Oh.  Well.  I hadn't tested it yet.  It being evidence and all."  He squinted at Linda.  "Are you sure she hasn't been stabbed?"

"No.  No, she hasn't been stabbed."  It took a few moments for the cogs in my brain to engage, but they did.  "Stan?" I asked.  "What were the contents in Georgia's stomach?"

"You mean aside from the poisoned cinnamon rolls your grandmother brought over?" he replied as he stared intently at the knife, still trying to figure out whether it was blood or jelly.

"Stan, I need you to answer me honestly.  Was there any cherry pie in there?  Grenadine?  Anything cherry flavored?"

"Cherry flavoring!  Now what crazy—" he stopped himself.  "As a matter of fact, I don't know."

"Don't you see!" I practically shouted at him.

"Don't I see what?"

"Georgia was killed by an overdose of horse tranquilizers which caused her heart to stop.  Granny was also poisoned with horse tranquilizers."

Stan squinted at me.  "What does that have to do with cherry pie?"

"When I discovered Granny, there were fingerprints.  Red fingerprints left there by cherry syrup, but they were on the wall.  She also had red fingerprints on her shirt, like someone touched the back of her shirt or... pushed her." 

"But why would that have anything to do with Georgia?"

"I was over at Georgia's trailer," I said.

"Doing what?" he challenged, folding his arms and glaring at me.

"I just went over there to see if there were any clues.  A raccoon startled me, though, so I decided to leave."  I left out the part that I only had decided to leave after I had searched Georgia's place.  "In the garbage was a napkin stained by what looked like cherry juice."

"Sooo..." said Stan, trying to follow my trail, "you think the same person who killed Georgia tried to kill your Granny?"

"Yes."

"And this Shirley Temple Pieman tried to kill Linda the same way?"

I pointed at the knife covered in cherry filling that he was holding in his hand.  "I think so," I said.

"Shirley Temple Pieman," chuckled Stan to himself.  He slapped his thigh in delight.  "I just thought that up myself.  Because of the grenadine!  And the cherry pie!"  He recovered and then screwed his face into a serious look.  "No.  This is an obvious case of some junkie OD-ing.  She probably spiked herself with mushrooms and angel dust and heroin and whatever else it is kids are doing these days."

Johnny began moaning again and rocking Linda's body back and forth.  

"Stan, you can't be serious," I said.  "Linda is not a junkie."

"Look who she's hanging out with," he replied, pointing at Johnny with disgust.

"Seriously, man," Johnny said to Stan.  "All I did was come down here for a picnic, which she set up and I found her here."

"Nope," said Stan, shaking his head.  "This has absolutely nothing to do with any of the other stuff going on.  Your Granny had a motive.  She had all those books and she never paid Georgia.  And I must say, from what I've read, there's some preeeettty saucy stuff in there, if I do say so myself."

"Could I get a copy?" I asked.

"No can do.  Official police evidence," he replied.

"Not even if it might be able to help us crack this case?"

"Listen here, missy.  If anyone is going to crack this case, it is going to be Fred and me.  And you know why?  Because we're the law around these parts.  Not you.  Not your little friends here.  Fred and me.  And if there's foul play, we'll get to the bottom of it.  I guarantee.  We shall leave no pie tin unturned."

"Just..." I breathed deep.  "Could you just check with the coroner?  Just ask about the contents of Georgia's stomach?"

Stan was not buying it.  "Seems pretty far-fetched."

Officer Fred suddenly interrupted us.  He called out as he struggled across the sand.  "Hey, Stan!  I may have some evidence!"  He dropped the wicker picnic basket next to Stan and fell to his knees in exhaustion.  He wiped his brow with the back of his shirt sleeve.  "It was over by the rocks.  Looks like she was setting up a lunch or something."  He flipped open the top.  Sitting there at the bottom of the basket was a cherry pie.  A small slice had been removed.  "Should I take it over to the precinct to 'test' it?  Maybe with a cup of coffee?" Fred asked, his eyes lighting up.

"NO!" Johnny, Nate, and I shouted in horror.

"What's up with them?" Fred asked, a little miffed.

"There's a cherry pie in her basket and she ate a slice and now she is passed out," I said, spelling out the evidence for Stan.

"This proves nothing!" Stan denied.

"Okay," I said, trying to talk him down.  "You have the pie.  Just... test it.  Would you please just test it before the two of you eat it?"

Stan muttered something under his breath at me, but I think I may have gotten through to him. 

We were interrupted by the EMTs running out to where we were with a stretcher.  The person in front was Tim from the bait shop, who was supposedly running Wanda's store today.  Why was he always the first one on scene?

As the other EMT took her vitals, Tim came over to talk to Johnny, but he paused first and asked me, "Are you okay?" he asked.  "This seems awfully familiar."

"Another poisoning," I said, trying to shake off my ridiculous suspicions.  "Just like Granny.  Who could be doing this?"

He shook his head and gave a low whistle.  "Another one?"

"It looks like," confirmed Nate.

"Just not right that your family has been in the center of all this recent trouble, Paige.  Last month, Jake and that murder.  Now, this."  Tim rested his hand on my arm.  "You take care of yourself."  He turned to Johnny and said, "And we'll take good care of this little lady.  I need to ask you a couple questions about how she was when you found her."

"Should I come with you in the ambulance?" Johnny asked.

"Did you know her?"

"She was my girlfriend," replied Johnny.  "We just broke up yesterday."

Tim nodded in understanding.  "It would be great to have you along."

He and the other EMT moved Linda's body onto the stretcher and as they carried her off, I heard Johnny ask, "So, can I turn on the siren?"

As we stood there watching them go, Stan remarked, "I'm still thinking it was your Granny."

"She's not even here!" I pointed out.  "She's in a hospital!  Under medical supervision!  After being poisoned herself!"

"Details," said Stan.  He waved at Fred to move out, and they slowly plodded their way across the sand, leaving Nate and me in horror and shock.

"Don't you dare eat a single piece of pie until we get to the bottom of this," I warned.

"You have yourself a deal," he replied.

As we began to walk back towards Bitter Beans, I happened to glance up at the top of the bluff.  Doyle was standing there, just watching us.  As soon as he caught me watching him, he flicked his cigarette onto the beach and walked away.

It made me wonder what all he had seen.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Granny called that afternoon.  I was back at Bitter Beans, but time seemed to be at a standstill as I waited to hear from either her or Johnny.  Halfway through the first ring, I flew off my stool and picked it up.

"Hello?" I said into the receiver, hopeful that the news was good but panicked that it might not be.

"Good news!" Granny said into the phone.

Good news was good.  "Yes?" I asked.

"They're letting me check out of this fleabag motel," she replied.  "Doc says I've got the ticker of a 30-year-old.  I asked him out on a date so I could show him."

"GRANNY!" I exclaimed, mock scandalized.

"He's a cutie!" she replied.  "And he said yes.  So, I'm going to hang out here another night and be in tomorrow."

I sat down on my stool hard.  "Wait.  Really?" I said.  "You were poisoned, landed yourself in the hospital, and you ended up with a date?"

"Gotta seize the bull by the horns, Paige!  No time to waste time!  Seems like a much better catch than what I could find on one of those dating sites on that internet that everyone is going on about."

"Well... congratulations...?" I offered.  I guess the nice thing was that having her date a doctor meant he could take her vitals if something went wrong.

"It's just a date, Paige.  We're not getting married.  I swear to goodness, you kids.  You act like every boy you meet needs to be the one.  It's dinner!"

I smiled.  Granny was a force of nature.  "Stay away from the bacon grease.  And cherry pie!  No heart attacks tonight."

"Sounds like a deal.  I'll see you tomorrow!  If I don't miss the morning ferry!"

"Stay out of trouble, jailbird!"

"Oh, is Stan still all bent out of shape about me being a murderer?"

I knew I needed to let her know about everything that had happened here, but figured it could wait until she got back.  She didn't need anything to take away from her evening.

"Oh, just Stan being Stan."

"That's all you needed to say, dear.  I'll turn myself in tomorrow when I arrive.  Until then, you tell him he better watch himself or this jailbird will fly the coop."

"I'll make sure your prison uniform is washed and ironed," I laughed as we hung up.  

But I texted Wanda to make sure Granny wasn't pulling my leg.  

Sure enough, Granny wasn't hiding some health issue.  She had really landed herself a doctor.  Go, Granny.

Speaking of texts, one came in from Nate asking if I had a chance to talk to Trevor about holding the town meeting at his bar.  In all the events of the past day, it had completely slipped my mind.  I wrote back saying I'd check.  I waited for the evening ferry before I closed up Bitter Beans and headed over to Trevor's bar.  

The lights were on, but the sign was still turned to "Closed".  I peered in the window and saw Trevor had put down a bunch of tarps over all the furniture.  The dingy walls were covered in a fresh coat of paint.  Trevor was sitting at the bar, digging into a takeout box from Yvette's cafe.  I tapped on the window and he turned around.  His face lit up when he saw me and he came over to open the door.

"Hey!" I said.  "Got a minute?"

"Of course!" he replied.  "Come in!"  He ushered me in and then shut the door behind me. "I didn't expect to see you."  He grimaced sheepishly.  "Sorry about all that yesterday.  I... I was just in a bad place.  I'm sorry.  I hope I didn't cause any problems."

The thing about living in a small town on an island is that you can't avoid a person.  Trevor was going to be a permanent resident.  So, you gotta work things out.  "Don't let it happen again," I said, pointing my finger at him, but then extending my hand for a shake.  "Deal?"

"Deal," he replied with a relieved smile.

I looked around.  "You're really fixing up the old place.  It looks amazing!"

He actually blushed and said, "Oh, just doing some repair work that Jake had let slide."

"How soon are you opening your doors?"

"Thinking maybe next week."  His eyes lit up.  "I’m actually trying out some of the food I’m hoping to serve.  Want to be my guinea pig?"

"Sure!" I said, sliding onto a bar stool.  "Happy to help."

"I'm so glad you can be my first customer," he replied.  He stepped into the kitchen and called out from the back.  "You've always meant so much to me, Paige.  And I know that, no matter what happened between us, my secrets are always safe with you."

It struck me as an odd thing to say.  I replied, "Thanks."  I suddenly had a strange feeling in my gut that maybe I should wrap up my business here and get going.  I told myself it was nothing, that I was just getting spooked because this was Jake's old place and I hadn't been in since the night he tried to murder me.  "Listen, Nate wants to hold a town council meeting and was wondering if you might be up for holding it here?"

"Maybe.  What's it about?" asked Trevor.  I heard dishes clattering in the back.

"He just wants to present Madison's proposal."

"Oh.  Yeah.  Madison.  She has some good ideas."

"Well, Nate is thinking it might be a little bit too much too soon for the town."

Trevor stopped and peered out of the kitchen pass-thru at me.  "Really?  How serious is he about rejecting her proposal?  It seems like everyone could benefit from what she's saying."

I shrugged.  "I don't know.  I'm just the messenger."

"I hope Nate reconsiders.  It would be a shame if the entire town had to suffer because one man had some ideas about their fate that didn't line up with his own."

It was such a strange way of phrasing things.  "Well... that's why he wants to hold the town meeting.  So that everyone can have a say."

"Is there a town council?" asked Trevor.  He walked out of the kitchen empty handed and leaned against the door frame.  He crossed his arms across his chest.  "Like, is there a group of people who have input on how to take care of the island, or is he more like a king up there in his house on the hill?"

"Um... more of a reluctant, benevolent monarch with the best interest of everyone at heart.  He just inherited this position.  But he's looking for ways to include more people."

"Good," said Trevor.  "Because I'd really like to make sure the townspeople have a voice in local government here."

"Right," I said, remembering Trevor's passion for being the one to call the shots.  He just couldn't keep himself out of politics, could he?  Even if everything was working well.

He just smiled, satisfied with whatever I said, but then stopped himself.  "OH!  Before I forget!" exclaimed Trevor.  He pulled a book out from behind the counter.  "You dropped this other day when we were at the Founders' Festival."

He put it in front of me and tapped the cover with his forefinger.  He walked back into the kitchen and I looked down.  It was Georgia's book.  I remembered how he had put his arms around me and hadn't let go.  Had he lifted it out of my pocket?

"Thanks!" I said warily.  "I thought I had lost it forever."

"Nope!  Just saw it lying there after you took off with Nate."

"Cool," I said, sliding the book off the counter and putting it into my pocket again.  

"That Georgia was a bizarre woman," he called out.

I worried the pages of the book with my thumb.  "Did you read it?"

"No," he said.  "Just mentioned I had found your book and it was written by her and some of the folks in town told me some stories."

"She's a real character," I tried to laugh, but the laugh came out strained.

"Close your eyes!  I want your first impressions!"

I did what I was told, but was feeling nervous about not seeing exactly where he was in the room.

I heard Trevor come out of the kitchen and walk across the room towards me.  "Here you go!  The specialty of the house!  You have to tell me if it's as good as what you can make.  Open your eyes!  Pie a la mode!"

I saw the cherry pie in his hand and instinctively batted it away.  The pie splattered on the ground.  Trevor looked angry.

"Paige!  What are you doing?"

I picked up the plastic knife from his takeaway dinner and backed towards the door.  "I believed you!  I believed you when you said you came here to start your life over!  And that you and your uncle had nothing in common!"

"Paige!  PLEASE!" begged Trevor.  "What is going on?  Why are you acting like this?"

"You steal Georgia's book out of my pocket?  And then think you can kill me with horse tranquilizers in your pie?"

"What?"

"Like how you killed Georgia and poisoned Linda and tried to kill my Granny?"

"Horse tranquilizers??"

"There were red handprints on the wall of my basement when I found Granny.  She had red fingerprints on her shirt.  And the next day, as you were moving those grenadine boxes, you had red all over your hand and when you hugged me, you left the marks on my shirt.  And Granny went to the ferry storage unit and I know you were there, too.  Someone was strong enough to carry all those boxes for her.  I know it was you, Trevor!"

"No, Paige!  NO!" he said, horrified.  "I dropped a box of grenadine and it was leaking everywhere.  That's why I had red on my fingers.  And this pie?  I bought it over at the Founders' Festival.  There's a guy selling pies.  I knew that nothing I could make could compare to what you make, so I bought one and was going to try to make you jealous enough that you'd agree to become the baker here at the bar."

"What?" I said, lowering my knife.

"You think I would kill you??" he asked, incredulously.

"Oh.  Um.  Well."  I waved the knife weakly around the bar.  "It's happened before that someone I thought I knew was a killer."

"Well, I don't date murder victims," said Trevor, resolutely.

"And I really try not to date murderers."

"Paige, I NEVER would have done something like that."

The knife was lowered completely and I threw it onto the counter.  "Sorry about that."

We stood there in silence.

His face was contorted with hurt.  "I know that other people had their suspicions about me, but you Paige?  YOU?  I feel really betrayed."

Listen, I might have been wrong, but there was a reason I was so jumpy.  "You tried to serve me cherry pie when everyone I know was dying because of cherry pie."

"I can show you where I got it if that would help," he said, his anger bubbling up.

"Yes," I said, breathing and trying to get my heart rate down to normal, and also not to die of shame for accusing Trevor of doing something so horrible.  "Yes, that would help a lot."

"Well, come on then," he said, walking out of the bar, but with disappointment in his eyes.

We wandered up to the Founders' Festival and he pointed to a food truck which was painted in great big letters which read:  Piece of Pie.  "There.  I got it there.  Are you happy now?"

I froze in place.  "What is Johnny's dad doing working a food truck?"

"What's the big deal with Doyle working a second job?" asked Trevor.  "Lots of people do stuff like that."

"Not people like Doyle," I replied, pushing my way towards the truck.  There wasn't anyone buying, though.  A guy as rough as Doyle working the counter didn't exactly inspire a sense that cleanliness or customer service was a top priority.

"Hey!" I said, giving Doyle a little wave and trying not to let on anything was out of the ordinary.  "Um... could I get a piece of cherry pie?" I asked.

He cut me a slice and threw it onto a paper plate sideways.  "Thought you'd be hanging out with Johnny tonight," he said.  "That kid of mine didn't even show up to run the dive shop this afternoon."

"Oh!" I replied, pushing a wad of cash across the counter at Johnny's dad.  "He was seeing that girl who works in the toll booth.  Linda?  She somehow got poisoned."

His face became as white as a sheet.  "Poisoned?"

"Yeah.  No one is quite sure what it was," I replied.  "But they found her on the beach this afternoon."  I left out the bit that there was a pie in her picnic basket.

Doyle barely registered what I was talking about.  He took off his apron and threw it on the counter.  "I gotta go."

"Um... sure..." I said, taking the pie.  "Could I get my change?"

"It's on the house," he replied, taking off.

I turned around and Tim, the owner of the bait shop was standing beside me.  "What is with him?" he asked.

"Something came up at home," I lied.

He shook his head.  "Man...  was hoping for something sweet."  He had a faraway look in his eyes.  "Oh.  Have you heard if anyone told Georgia's bees she was dead?"

I looked at him like he was crazy.  "What?"

"Oh, just figure your Granny's friends hear everything.  Wondered if they mentioned Georgia's bees."

"Why would they be talking about Georgia's bees?" I pressed.

Tim seemed to suddenly realize I had no idea what he was talking about.  "There's an old tradition when someone dies that you have to tell the hive the owner is dead.  If you don't, the hive will move or die.  We don't have a lot of pollinators here on the island, and Georgia's bees were pretty much the only reason our gardens grew.  Made some really nice honey."

"I... had never heard of that before," I stated.

"Maybe I should see if my wife would be interested in keeping Georgia's bees.  Those kids of hers wanted to call an exterminator."  Tim shook his head and glanced over his shoulder.  I followed where he was looking and saw a crowd of people at a picnic table.  They all looked like younger Georgia clones.  They were built like bulldogs, dressed in tank tops and cutoffs, and were busy yelling and hitting one another.  "They're just waiting for the police to finish their business with Georgia's trailer before they can get in there and fight over who gets what.  They don't even care that Georgia really loved those bees," said Tim.  

It is funny.  Because of Georgia's general awfulness, I had never thought of her as capable of loving something.  I mean, let's be honest here, her preferred pets were the kind of animals with a stinger on them, but still, it struck me.  "You know, I was over there once and she had a beekeeper's suit.  I'll make sure the bees get told."

"Yeah, just go up to the hive and let them know.  Who knows about all these traditions, but it seems like a nice way to honor someone.  And maybe there's some truth to it.  Never hurts to be polite."

But speaking of lessons in politeness, a voice came careening across the picnic area, the voice of a woman I had absolutely no interest in talking to. 

"Oooooh nooooo!  Are they cloooosed?"

Madison was tipping her way across the grassy field in her stilettos and short, pencil skirt.  Her red purse swung from her elbow.

I sighed.  "Yeah, an emergency came up," I replied.

Madison looked over at Trevor and pouted.  "I soooo wanted a piece of pie."  She saw the piece in my hands and before I even realized what she was doing, she grabbed a fork and had speared a bite.

"No, wait!" I started to say.

She looked at me like I was so rude.  "I just took a bite," she remarked.  "I haven't eaten all day."

Trevor and I watched in horror waiting to see if there were any signs of wooziness.

"What?" she asked, looking up at me with her mouth full.

"Nothing," I replied as Trevor and I exchanged glances.  "Just glad you're enjoying it."

Trevor took Madison by the elbow.  "Hey!  What do you say you let me buy you a real dinner?  A person can get so light headed if they haven't eaten and I'd hate for that to happen to you without someone looking out for you."  He gave me a look and I got the gist of his subtext.  Basically, he was going to take the bullet on this and hang out with her to make sure she didn't fall over dead while I ran the pie to the clinic to have them test it.

As I watched them walk away, Tim leaned over.  "Could I have a bite?"

"NO!" I said, covering the pie up with my hands.  "Tim, you don't want this pie."

"I don't?"

"Think Sweeney Todd level of pie you don't want," I replied.  I saw his face get very confused.  "Just, trust me," I added.  "I'm so sorry," I told him.  "I have to go."

"Sure," said Tim.  I'll catch you later, Paige!"

I grabbed a napkin and covered the plate.  As I was walking, Nate was coming in.  

"Hey, Paige!" he said.  His face lit up with happiness and relief to see me.  "Can I buy you a drink?  I could really use one myself."

I stopped him right there.  "Nate," I said.  "I need you to drive me to the clinic.  Right now."

He looked at me with concern.  "Are you okay?"

I motioned to the plate in my hand.  "I need to get this pie tested."

Nate paled.  "Where did you get the pie?"

"From Doyle, who has gotten a job moonlighting in one of the food trucks."

The silence hung between us.

"That seems very out of character for him," Nate remarked carefully.

"You can say that again," I replied.  

Nate was a flurry of motion.  "Right this way," he said.  "My truck is parked right around the corner."  His keys were already in his hand.

We raced towards it and Nate opened up the door so I could climb in.  He ran around to the driver's side and hopped behind the steering wheel, instantly revving the engine and pulling out.

As the truck jostled down the road, I asked, "What was going on so bad with you?"

"Nothing," he tried to say, brushing away my concerns.  Then he amended his answer.  "Madison."  He shook his head.  "It seems like she is always one step ahead of me.  There isn't even time to gather the town together for this council meeting.  She's got everything in place to start moving forward in, like, a week.  I've got one last idea.  I'm going to have to be gone all day tomorrow, though," he warned me.  He cussed under his breath.  "Would it be terrible for me to say that if there is a murderer on the loose, we might not be too upset if he went after Madison?"

"Don't ever say that outside the confines of this truck again," I said.

"I'm sorry.  I know," he apologized.  "It's not very nice—"

I cut him off to explain there was a whole other level of this conversation he was not aware.  "No!  It's not that.  It's that she ate a piece of this pie and if it's poisoned, we don't want to give Stan or Fred the idea that you wanted it to happen."

"Oh.... that'd be just great," said Nate, groaning.  "Because there's nothing I enjoy half as much as getting falsely accused of murder by that pair."

"If I didn't know better, I would think Madison actually wanted to get poisoned, the way she gulped down my pie."

"She ate your pie?" Nate repeated back to me incredulously.  "Wait, she came over with a fork and ate a piece of your pie?"

"She didn't even ask."

"She deserves what she gets," said Nate.  "I hope that particular pie is laced with cyanide."

We pulled up to the clinic and I ran in before Nate even turned off the car.  I raced inside to the nurse on staff. 

"I need you to test this pie," I said.  "I think it might be poisoned."

The nurse leaped to her feet.  "The same tranquilizers that someone tried to poison your grandmother with?"

"And the girl you brought in this afternoon."

"Oh, Linda?" said the nurse quizzically.  "We sent her home.  She was fine."

I rocked back on my heels.  "Wait, what?"

The nurse nodded.  "Well, she said she suffers from low blood pressure and just passed out."  But the nurse gave me a look which said she didn't buy it for a minute.  "We gave her some fluids and some oxygen and released her."

"Wait," I replied, "I was there.  She was actually passed out."

The nurse leaned forward.  "Sometimes these lonely types... well... they need someone to tell them they are important and they are cared for and they'll... well, sometimes they are not as sick as they pretend to be.  They'll come in here and try to get prescriptions from doctors who aren't paying attention."

"That can't be right," I said, thinking of her limp body on the beach, of the cherry pie with a slice out of it.  "Where is she now?"

"Johnny said he'd take her home."

I turned to walk out the door, just in time to almost run smack dab into Officer Stan.

"Paige Comber," he growled.  "Just the woman I was looking for."

"I really need to go, Stan..." I started to say.

"Where was your grandmother between the hours of 8:00 and 10:00 AM the day Georgia was murdered?"

"She was in the shop, working the counter with me," I replied.

"Can anyone corroborate her whereabouts?"

"Sure.  We had a ton of regulars that day.  Tim was there and... well, everyone who comes in at that time."

"Oh," said Officer Stan, his face falling.

"Why?"

"Those were the times the coroner told me Georgia died between."  He heaved a disappointed sigh.  "I guess your granny is cleared."  

I rushed towards the door.  "That's great!" I said.  "I'll let Granny know."  I stopped, though, as a thought went off.  "Wait, between 8:00-10:00 AM?"

He then cheered.  "At least we know that it was someone who was here on the island, because the ferry doesn't even come in until 10:00 AM.  Tells you how much work Georgia actually does.  No one even noticed she was gone!"

"Thanks," I said.  The gears in my brain were churning, almost as fast as my legs began running towards the car.

Nate turned on the engine as I came dashing out the door and leaped into his car.  "Everything okay?"

"No," I said.  "I need you to head over to the Grand Hotel."

"Why there?"

"It's where Linda was staying until they could get Georgia's place cleared out."

"What's up with Linda?"

"Seems she faked her poisoning," I replied, glancing over at Nate.

"That's not good," he replied.

"And Johnny took her home."

"That is definitely not good."

"And there's something else," I replied.

"What?"

We pulled up in front of the hotel.  "Let me just check one thing," I replied.

Nate parked the car and we dashed inside to the front desk.  The hotel was popular with honeymooners and wedding parties.  It wasn't grand, but as grand as things get on Seaside.  It had been built around the turn of the century for visiting muckety-mucks touring the cannery.  A smart-looking clerk stood behind the counter, dressed in a navy blue suit.  She tucked her curly, brown hair behind her ear and smiled at us as we came in.  Bitter Beans sometimes catered for the hotel and they knew Granny well.  

"Hello, Paige!" she said and then flashed an extra warm smile at Nate.  "And hello, Mr. Edward.  Quite an honor having a Founder in our lobby!  Did you know that your great-great-grandfather built the Grand Hotel?" she asked, motioning to the pressed tin ceiling and oil landscapes.

"I did not!" said Nate, trying to pretend like he was really interested.  "You know, we're in a bit of a hurry tonight, but could I come back and find out more?"

"Absolutely!' she said with a cheery smile.  She looked down at her computer.  "So, a room for two—"

I stopped her.  "No!  That's not it.  We're looking for a friend of mine."

"Oh," she said, blinking.  "Right.  Of course.  And who is this 'friend'?"

"Did Johnny and a girl named Linda come in?  She wasn't feeling well," Nate explained.

"Oh!  Johnny!  Yes, he and one of our guests came in for a second, but then left.  I assume he was taking her swimming.  She had her suit and they said something about the dive shop," replied the clerk.

Nate was halfway to the door, but I had one more question.  "And one more thing.  Nate was talking about covering the cost of the room for her.  You know, as a thank you for coming in to help us out in the midst of this tragedy."  I could almost feel Nate's eyes bore into the back of my skull as he wondered what exactly I was volunteering him for.  "How many days has she been staying?"

The clerk looked down at her computer.  "Ah, it looks like she's been here for a week and a half."

"A week and a half," I repeated.

"Yes!" she replied.  "How would you like to pay for that, Nate?"

I pretended to pat at my purse and then gave a pointed look at Nate.  "Can you believe it?  I left your wallet at the pie stand."  I turned back to the clerk.  "We'll be right back."

"Okay!" she called out after us as we dashed towards the door.  "I'll be here!"

Nate opened up the door for me.  "What was that about?" he asked.

I buckled myself.  "Linda said she got here the morning Georgia died.  She said she got on the morning ferry and Georgia was alive and spoke with her.  She said Georgia told her to come check into the hotel.  But Linda has been here for a week and a half.  And Stan just told me that Georgia was dead when the ferry arrived."

Nate closed the door and ran around the front of the car.  I leaned across and opened the door for him.  He jumped inside, jammed the key in the ignition, and pressed his foot hard on the accelerator.  "Do you want to call the station so I can keep my focus on the road?"

I pulled out my phone.  "I'm already on it."

We pulled up in front of the dive shop.  The side door was ajar and lights were on inside.

"Johnny!  JOHNNY!" I screamed out as we leaped out of the car.

Suddenly, from down on the beach, I heard Johnny cry, "OW!  What'd you do that for?"

We raced over the bluff and there was Johnny standing in his wetsuit on the beach.  Linda turned to look at us and in that moment of distraction, Johnny was able to yank a half-filled syringe out of his bicep.

He shook the hypodermic at her.  "That BURNED," he said to her.  "I just say NO to things like that!  What did you do?"  Johnny stumbled.  "We are so broken up now, Linda.  Like, for serious... you're the shark..."

I ran for Johnny to catch him before he went face first into the sand, but Nate took off after Linda.  She was little, but she was quick.  I haven't seen anyone move that fast since my last track and field meet.  She was already doubling Nate's speed.  All I could think was maybe she couldn't keep up that sort of sprint and he could catch her when she ran out of steam.

It didn't go that long, though, because out of the shadows of the dunes came Doyle and he was armed with an oar.  She was looking over her shoulder at Nate and didn't see it coming.  In one movement, he cracked it across Linda's thighs, and she fell to the ground, grabbing her legs in pain.  He stood over her with the oar and bellowed, "We had an agreement!  NOT my son!  Georgia, yes, but NOT my son!"

Nate slowed to a stop, bending over to catch his breath, but looked back at me like, "What do we do now?"

Doyle seemed to have the answer.  He shouted to me.  "Are Stan or Fred on their way?"

"Yeah!" I shouted back.

"I'll watch her!" he replied.  "Get my son to the clinic!"

I looked at Doyle.  It's the first time I ever knew him to actually stick up for his son.  I had no idea what that whole Georgia mention was about, but I gave him a nod.

Nate came over.  Nate very carefully picked up the syringe in case it would help the hospital figure out what was wrong with Johnny.  We linked arms under Johnny's arms and carried him back to the car.  We were leaving just in time to see the light of Stan's car flashing.  

I rolled down the window.  "We have to take Johnny to the clinic!  He's been hurt!  His dad has Linda and will explain everything.  She did this!"

Stan looked stunned but gathered himself together as he rang Fred for backup and stumbled onto the sand.
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The clinic took good care of Johnny.  He was in for the night and they wouldn't let me stay.  The nurse just said it was best to let the doctors do their work.  Nate had to leave on the morning ferry, and I had the morning rush at Bitter Beans to manage.  My mind was reeling the entire time, though.  Through the gossip mill, I heard that both Doyle and Linda had been taken into custody, but I didn't know much else and didn't have any time to find out more.  As soon as the worst of the crowds were over, I closed up shop, grabbed my bike, and raced to the clinic.  The nurses said that Stan and Fred wanted Johnny to drop by the police station as soon as he was able to make a statement.  Linda had dosed Johnny with what would have been a lethal dose of horse tranquilizers if we hadn't gotten there at the moment we did.  They made some noise about Nate and I being heroes or some nonsense.  All I cared about was seeing Johnny.  They set me up in a visitor's chair and gave me full control of the TV remote.  They joked I was becoming such a regular, I should head up an official candy striper program.  I'm not sure how much of that was actually a joke.

Johnny was still pretty sleepy, but he was okay.  He was still too groggy to carry on a coherent conversation, but was totally up for watching some reality TV in between naps.  But by the time Nate was able to get over to the clinic from the evening ferry, Johnny was back to his old self.

His face lit up as Nate entered the room, bearing gifts of chocolate from the mainland.

He sat down on the side of the bed and patted Johnny's leg.  "You gave us a scare there, Johnny."

Johnny opened the box and shrugged, completely chill with everything that had happened.  "Whatevs.  I told her I don't do that kind of stuff and she just wouldn't listen."  He smiled and held up the candy.  "But everything happens for a reason, and I think the reason was to get some of these.  It's like you were reading my mind!"  He held out the box and stared intently at us.  "Did you get that message?"

Nate and I laughed.  We both reached out and grabbed a piece.  "Yes."

"RIGHTEOUS!  It TOTALLY works!" Johnny said, biting into a cherry cordial that dripped down his chin.  "Crazy, man!"

"Speaking of crazy," said Nate.

"Yes?" I replied, bracing myself for whatever he was getting ready to lay on me.

"Your granny brought home that fellow she met and they're hanging out at the Founders' Festival tonight."

I laughed.  "That's it?  That's the least crazy thing I think I've dealt with all week.  I'll steer clear and get the update tomorrow morning.  Sorry to inform you, but you boys are stuck with me tonight."

The nurse came in with a clipboard and said, "Johnny, looks like you are all set to head home."

"Rocking!" he said, pulling himself out of bed.  "Man, that was not my idea of a good time."

He rocked unsteadily on his feet, but Nate was there to catch him.

"Let me give you a ride home," Nate said.

"That'd be great," replied Johnny.

"Actually," I said, pausing the party, "we need to go over to the jail first."  

I filled Johnny and Nate in on Linda and Doyle's arrest and that Stan and Fred wanted Johnny to stop by to make a statement as soon as he was released.  Johnny's face said that he didn't like that idea one bit.  I frantically thought of a good distraction that would give Johnny some time to gather his thoughts, but also wouldn't leave him alone.  Stan and Fred hated Johnny for some reason.  The fact he wasn't going to go straight over to make his statement might be just the excuse they were looking for to release Doyle and Linda and say that Johnny tranquilized himself.  You never know with those two.  But if Johnny was with us, at least we could vouch for each other.  

"Hey, Johnny?  This is kind of crazy, but would you two mind going out to Georgia's old house with me for a second?  I gotta go over there and would really rather not do it alone."

Johnny looked so relieved to have an excuse not to go to the precinct.  He made a gallant fist and placed it over his heart.  "We are your knights to command!"

He stumbled again and Nate looked at me warily.  "You sure this needs to happen now?"

I nodded, looking at Johnny.  "Georgia's family is going to be all over that trailer by tomorrow, as soon as Stan and Fred take down the police tape.  But there's something I need to do and if I don't do it tonight, it'll be too late."

Johnny shrugged his shoulders.  "Listen, I've been napping indoors all day.  I could use some fresh, country air."

I didn't bother telling him that we lived on a rural island and it was all fresh, country air.

We piled into Nate's truck and drove out to Georgia's place.  The summer sun still hadn't hit the horizon.  It felt a lot closer than when you're riding dirt trails on a bike.  The truck bumped over the road and into Georgia's overgrown yard.  It looked exactly the same, and the tape was still up.  That was a good sign.  I opened up the door and stepped out, aware of the sounds of her bees now that I knew to be aware of them.  I had dismissed it all before as "nature."  

Nate and Johnny joined me and looked around.

"Aw!  This is an AMAZING place," said Johnny.  "Nobody to bother you.  Just quiet and awesome.  Very cool.  I wonder what they're gonna do with it."

"Probably sell it," said Nate.  He rubbed his lower lip with is pointer finger thoughtfully.  "Let's hope not to Madison."  He turned to me.  "So, what's the plan?"

"I promised Tim I'd help with this... superstition thing," I said.

"What is it?"

I pointed to the three white boxes back in the field behind the trailer.  "It's a tradition.  When the beekeeper dies, someone has to tell the bees," I said.  "There was a suit in Georgia's house and... well... I told Tim I would tell the bees."

Nate cocked his head to the side and looked at me quizzically.  "How do you know there is a beekeeper suit in Georgia's house?"

I waved him away.  "Don't ask," I replied.  "And you guys totally don't see me doing this."  I walked up to the door and popped the lock, disappeared inside for a few minutes, and then came out dressed in Georgia's white suit beekeeper's suit.

"You look like a spaceman!" exclaimed Johnny, totally delighted.  He then started doing his impersonation of walking on the moon.  I was glad he was feeling better.

"I'll be right back," I said.  

I walked out to the hives and stood there as the bees swarmed around.  I didn't know exactly what to say, so I figured just short and sweet, so to speak, was the way to go.  "So, hey bees.  I'm sorry to be the one to inform you, but the lady who used to take care of you?  She passed away.  But there's this nice guy, his name is Tim, he's going to come take care of you, okay?"  I hoped that it was enough.

But as I stood there, I realized one of the boxes was absolutely dead.  There were no bees going in or coming out.  I felt awful.  What if the superstition was real and I hadn't gotten out here quick enough.  Had that colony left or died?  I had to know. 

I walked over and pulled open the top, but I didn't find any honeycomb.  In fact, it wasn't a hive at all.  It was a perfectly sealed, lined security box disguised as a hive.  I guess when you lived in a place as easy to break into as Georgia's trailer, you don't keep your valuables inside.  You keep them beside one of nature's best security systems.  So that's why she kept bees.  

Inside the faux hive was a cardboard file box.  I removed the lid.  Inside were stacks of old pictures and letters.  But on top of them all were two envelopes that read "Last Will and Testament."  

I opened them up and glanced at the legal papers.  

It suddenly all made sense.

"You bringing home some honey?" called Johnny, who had only seen me open the hive and reach inside.  "SWEET!"

I replaced the envelopes, put them back in the box, and carried the whole thing over to the guys.  I took off the hood of the suit.  "Johnny, there's some stuff in here for you."

He looked at me quizzically.  "What?"

"Just... look inside."

He crouched down.  "Wait.  I'm still not tripping on horse tranqs, right?  Like, we are actually in a field outside of Georgia's trailer and you just found a box in a beehive with stuff inside for me."

"It's real," I replied.  I wrapped my arm around Nate's waist.  From what I read in the envelopes, he was going to need some support through all this, too.

"DUDE!  Why does Georgia have all these pictures of my mom?"  

It was the same woman Georgia had tacked up on the wall of her dream board, the woman whose face she had marked out.  There were pictures of both girls holding Johnny.  There was even a picture of Johnny and me.  Those pictures were taken from inside of the ferry terminal booth.  And there was picture after picture of Byron Edward.

I crouched down beside my friend and pulled out the two wills from the envelopes.  "Johnny?  Read this," I said, handing over the first will.  "It's your mom's will."

"Wait.  My mom's still alive," said Johnny.

"I know.  That’s why none of this went into effect."

Johnny began reading.  "Okay, so there are a lot of big words and I'm not sure I get it all.  So, it says if my mom died, all her stuff would go to Georgia?" he asked.  He looked at the trailer.  "Like, GEORGIA Georgia?  Why would my mom do that?"

I pointed to a sentence he had missed.  "Georgia was your mom's step-sister."

"WHAT?" asked Johnny.  His eyes got huge and he looked over at the trailer.  "She was like, sort of my aunt or something?"

I looked at Nate, wishing I could prepare him for this next part.  "In the will, it says, basically, your mom had an affair with Byron Edward...  and he was your biological dad."

Both Nate and Johnny looked at me in stunned silence.  They then looked at each other.  Johnny finally said, "WHOA!"

"If Byron ever decided to acknowledge you as his son, you would have been his heir."  I looked once more at Nate.  We were in some tricky waters here.  Byron hadn't acknowledged Johnny.  Byron's will stated everything was Nate's, but if Madison and her company got a hold of the information that Johnny was Byron's biological son, they might be able to set up legal proceedings for years, arguing everything rightfully belonged to his son rather than a nephew.  They had no case, but they could bleed Nate dry and force him to either sell or declare bankruptcy.  I cleared my throat and continued.  I pointed to the next paragraph of the will.  "Your mom knew Doyle would just drink it away, so she willed everything she owned to her step-sister, Georgia."  I then pulled out the second will from the envelope.  "And Georgia's will says she leaves everything to you."  I motioned to the trailer and the bees and the land.  "Because she loved Byron and she wanted you, his son, to have everything in honor of that love."

We all stood there in silence.  Johnny's face got pale as he backed away and processed what I had told him.  

"YO!" said Johnny, looking at Nate.  "You mean, we're like... COUSINS??  NO WAY!"  He gave him a great, big high-five.

"Way!" laughed Nate, embracing him in a huge, bear hug.  He looked at Johnny with tears in his eyes.  "I thought all my family was gone.  I thought I was all alone.  I thought I was the last man standing.  And it turns out, well... it turns out that I have a family after all."

And that's why I loved both these men.  

Because when faced with receiving and losing wealth that would have changed both their worlds, all they cared about was finding each other.
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Chapter Nineteen
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Armed with the two wills, we now made our way to the police station.  In fact, now we headed there with a bit of urgency.  There were so many questions and only one guy who could help.

"Do you think my dad knew?" asked Johnny, still just blown away by what we had discovered.  "Like, do you think he knew?"

"I don't know," I said to him.  "You're going to have to ask him."  As I looked at the two wills in my hand, I wondered if this was the secret of Georgia's book.

"Your dad stuck up for you last night," said Nate.  "Even if he knew, he cares enough to protect you."

"And you said they arrested him?" Johnny asked, just to confirm the facts were straight.  "Why?"

"Well, with Fred and Stan, they probably assumed he was trying to kill you...?" I offered.

"What do you say we find out the full story," said Nate, pulling his truck into the parking lot of the police station.  He turned off the engine and waited for Johnny to give an affirming nod.

We tripped up the steps into the square, concrete building.  The air conditioning blasted us as we opened the glass door.  Stan was sitting at the front desk.

"Hey, Stan," I said.  "We brought Johnny by to make a statement, but he wants to talk to his dad."

"Yeaaaah.... We don't really have a 'visitor's' room," Stan stated, making little air quotes.  The man always had it out for Johnny.

But Nate came to the rescue.  "Now, officer, I'm sure you wouldn't keep a son from thanking the man who saved his life?"  Nate pulled out the two wills.  "Also, it appears that Johnny is a founding family member."

Nate was playing the big cards, but it seemed to work.  Stan looked really uncomfortable, but not surprised.  I guess there had been something about Johnny's parentage in Georgia's book.  Stan relented.  "Fine!  But only five minutes!"

"I'll bring you extra pastries tomorrow," I promised Stan as he unlocked the door and let us into the room.

Doyle was sitting in one cell and Linda was locked into the other.  They couldn't see each other because there was a cement wall between them.  They both stood up, as if they both thought we were there to see each of them.  They both spoke at once.

"Johnny, he made me do it—"

"Johnny, don't listen to that woman—"

"Wait, what's happening?" asked Johnny, turning to me.  "They're talking really fast."

I stared down the petite woman in the left cell.  "Linda, we know everything," I said, crossing my arms.

Linda's blank face turned hard, the docile mask she usually wore now gone.  Her head spun to look at me, her stringy blonde hair flying.  "You know what?"

"We know you killed Georgia," said Nate.

"You're crazy," she spat.  

I outlined the timeline for her.  "You said you came in on the morning ferry, said hello to Georgia, then you went to your hotel, and when you came back, she was dead.  But she was dead before the ferry arrived and you've been on this island for over a week."

"You don't know anything!" she replied menacingly.

"Your boyfriend... your TRUE boyfriend, is Doyle, isn't it?"  I looked at Johnny's dad and his face told me I was right.  "Why did you want Georgia dead?" I asked, aware that a pleading tone had come into my voice.

"I never wanted that woman dead!" Doyle replied defensively.  He pointed Linda's direction.  "It was all her idea!"

"Shut your hole!  That wretched woman was ruining my life!" shouted Linda.  We all took a step back from her vehemence.  "That Georgia was a disgrace.  She was never deserving of the position of Seaside ticket clerk!  I've been stuck in a ticket booth on the mainland dealing with the spitting, puking, filthy public while she practically phoned it in every day, taking for granted this posh, full-time job with full benefits and she only had to deal with a whole two ferry rides all day!"

"You killed her because you wanted her job?" Nate reiterated, just making sure we had all heard it correctly. 

"I've had to moonlight in a frickin' pie truck at county fairs!  Do you know what it is like having to make ends meet by selling PIES out of a roach coach?  The smell of pastry makes me SICK!  But we had a plan—"

"Linda, don't say anything more!" Doyle warned.

"—Doyle taught me.  It was all Doyle!"  She pointed at him.  "All you need is a dummy machine to run people's credit cards through and a couple of bank accounts.  You just take some numbers and nobody knows it was you!"

Suddenly, a moment I had dismissed as just a random occurrence took on a much greater meaning.  "That day that our credit card machine stopped working at Bitter Beans," I said, seeing the pieces fit together.  "That was the same day you started working at the ferry terminal.  You were stealing people's credit cards!"

"Do you know how many cards are used every day?" she said.  "Nobody uses cash.  All those cards!  All those cards at my fingertips from people who are getting ready to spend their money right and left!"

"LINDA!" Doyle shouted.

"Just like the scams you used to run, Doyle," she hissed back at him.  "Just like you told me about, the good old days at the carnival.  We were going to go big!"

"It all just spun out of control," he tried to explain to Johnny.  "I never meant it to turn into all this."

"You were the one who said I needed to get the tollbooth job on Seaside.  It was such a sweet little spot, occupied by one wretched lady everybody hated," Linda clarified.

Doyle held his hands out.  He began to explain from the beginning.  "Linda and I met at the carnival on the mainland.  A few months back, I went to go visit some old friends and Linda was running the pie truck.  She was just as pretty as a picture.  One thing led to another.  Times were tough for her, though.  Having to work two jobs?  So I showed her how to swipe people's credit cards.  We got to talking about great it would be if we were together, but Linda was stuck on the mainland and I was stuck on the island.  And that got us talking about Georgia's booth.  We could be together if Linda got that job.  And we could keep our little side business with the credit cards going.  I wouldn't have to sponge off of you and the dive shop, Johnny.  I mean, everybody hated Georgia... it made sense at the time..."

Johnny leaned against the wall and sank down to the ground.  He kept looking from Linda to his dad to Linda again.  "So you killed her?"

"Oh, there was a lot more to it than that—" Linda began.

"STOP IT, LINDA!" said Doyle.

"I know, Dad," said Johnny.  He clasped his hands together and stared at his knees.  "We found the stuff at Georgia's house.  I know she was my aunt."

Doyle melted against the bars.  "Georgia was a horrible woman, Johnny.  She was the worst woman you've ever met.  She made life a living hell for your mother and me.  I swear.  Your mom was always a wildcat, but Georgia drove her over the edge.  Georgia always blamed your mother for driving away Byron, the man Georgia loved.  Said if I had never been around, Byron would have hung around for at least one of them.  She got into your mom's head.  She's the one that drove your mom to take off and leave you.  She would never have left if it hadn't been for Georgia.  I know that killing Georgia was wrong... but... it seemed like it was going to solve so many problems..."

I thought back to the mural on Georgia's wall that showed her dropping anvils on Doyle's head.  Seems Georgia may have thought getting rid of Doyle would have solved all her problems, too.

"Doyle wanted Georgia dead, Johnny, so that you could get the Edward inheritance," Linda explained to Johnny with mock sweetness.  "And I was just too happy to do it."  

Doyle leaned against the bars of his cell and closed his eyes.  "I knew that your mom left all her worldly belongings to Georgia.  I didn't trust Georgia would keep her promise to give everything to you.  It was an opportunity.  I killed Georgia for you, Johnny.  So, that when the day came and your mom died, everything would go to you."

"You killed Georgia for me?" Johnny reiterated.  His little surfer brain was having a tough time keeping up.  "You killed her so I could get an inheritance that doesn't exist from a mother who is missing but not dead?"

"It's complicated."

"Listen, man, you can lie to yourself but you killed Georgia because you wanted your girlfriend to run a grift from a tollbooth and I was the justification," Johnny clarified for everyone.  

I guess Johnny was keeping up much better than I gave him credit for.

Johnny turned to Linda.  "AND you were dating my dad?  And me?"

"The better to get closer to you to kill you!" shrieked Linda.  She reached through the bars with both hands as if somehow they would bend beneath her weight and allow her to strangle the life out of Johnny.

"I told you, not my son!" shouted Doyle.  He reached through his bars to swat at Linda's hands.  

"You were set to inherit a crapton of money from that family."  Linda pointed her finger at Nate.  

"Byron did not leave Johnny anything in his will," Nate reminded everyone in the room.

"Byron had been sticking child support into bank account for Johnny for years.  Or didn't you know that, Mr. Founding Family Man?"  Linda said.  "Johnny's mom never touched it.  Twenty-one years of monthly deposits, all waiting for Johnny, as soon as she decides he's not an idiot like his father."

"I AM NOT AN IDIOT!" Doyle yelled.

"Thing is, Johnny," Linda continued, pressing once more against the bars.  "Your dad didn't have a claim while you were alive, but if Georgia died and you died and I could get to your mom, if I could get her... maybe kill her if she came to the island for your funeral, Doyle could have taken it.  The money would be his and ours!  He didn't know I had worked it out, but I had.  But your dad decided to give your pie to that old woman.  He decided to be generous.  Instead of eating the pie I gave you, your father shared it with her Granny."  Linda pointed at me.

"I could kill you, Linda!" shouted Doyle, banging on the wall that separated them with his fists.

"I am going to need everyone to calm down," said Nate, trying to defuse the situation.

I looked at Doyle, ready to kill him myself.  "What did you do to my Granny?"

He held up his hands.  "I didn't know.  Honest.  Linda had given me a pie for Johnny.  She said he was hungry and there were a bunch of leftovers from the pie truck.  I didn't think anything of it.  I work at the pie truck and if there's extra, yeah, we bring them home.  It's like, a perk of the job.  Listen, I had a bunch to drink that night."

"Like every night!" Linda yelled.

Doyle continued.  "And your grandmother was walking down the street.  Evidently, a shipment had come in, so I told her I would help her carry the boxes into her backroom.  I tipped over the pie and it got all over my hands.  I was going to throw it away, but your Granny said she wanted to taste the crust and see if it was as good as what she could make.  I took it out to the dumpster and that was that.  I didn't think it was filled with horse tranquilizers.  Which seems pretty stupid, that being how we did Georgia in."  

Linda cut off Doyle and spat at Johnny.  "So since daddy-poo screwed up my plan, I decided I was going to tranq you and make it look like you had gotten killed in a late night swimming accident, but you just wouldn't die."

Johnny nodded sagely.  "I promise I will someday, though, if that makes you feel any better."

"I'm so sorry, son," said Doyle.  "I didn't mean for all this to happen."

"Hey!  Thanks for saving my life on the beach, though!" said Johnny, trying to come up with something positive.  "I appreciate that."

"Least I could do," said his dad.  He glared in the direction of Linda.  "You ruined everything."

"I did it all for you!" said Linda.  "I was going to work the booth and you were going to just be able to relax and enjoy your life, just like you always wanted!"

We all stood there in shock over everything that had been revealed.  Johnny stood up and brushed off his pants.  He looked at his dad and there was sadness in his eyes.

"This sucks," he said.  "This really, really sucks.  So, you are, like, going to prison?  Again?"

Doyle hung his head and sighed.  "Yeah, son."  Doyle was not a man good at expressing much more than anger, but a tear trickled down his cheek before he had a chance to wipe it away.  "Hopefully they'll look kindly on me for finally doing the right thing," said Doyle, but we all knew that wasn't going to happen.

But the thing about Johnny is he always sees the good in people.  Even if it is stupid to ignore the horrible things that have gone down, he sees the spark of light.  And so, in typical Johnny fashion, he went over and hugged his dad through the bars.  "I'm surely glad you did."
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Chapter Twenty
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The next morning, Granny was up bright and early.  She kissed me on the cheek while I was finishing the morning bake, and I gotta say, she was a sight for sore eyes.  She was dressed in a silk kimono, and I noted she was making two fancy coffee drinks to take upstairs.

"Hot date?" I asked.

She gave me a wink.  "Must strike while the iron is hot.  We could all drop dead of a heart attack tomorrow.

"You're looking great," I remarked.  And she really did.

She waved her hands dismissively, refusing to allow me to get sentimental or maudlin.  "A little R&R never hurt anyone, even if it was because I was drugged up with horse pills and hooked up to medical equipment."

I paused, leaning against the counter.  "You knew," I said, reaching out and holding her hand.  "You knew that Johnny was Byron's son."

She sighed and looked up at the ceiling.  "Oh, lawsie.  Did that all finally come out?"

"Yes," I replied.  "You missed a lot."

She shook her head.  "Heaven help me, I did."  She looked at me with a little sad smile and then busied herself making coffee as she talked.  "Byron was a cad.  I hated that boy since he hit puberty.  He had flirted with poor Georgia, probably the only man who really ever captured her heart, and then went off and got her step-sister pregnant.  Johnny's mom always swore the baby was Doyle's, but it wasn't.  Georgia came in one day crying, when she was just a teenager and told me everything.  And then she hated me for the rest of her life for the fact I saw her soft underbelly.  Byron Edward turned that woman bitter and mean.  And then she went and wrote that book that exposed everything.  Poor Johnny.  That's no way to find out who your real father is.  I tried to talk some sense to her..."

"You went and bought every copy of that book to protect Johnny," I realized.  I realized the generosity of a woman willing to spend $10,000 of her own money to keep a friend from having his life become town gossip.  I walked over to Granny and gave her a hug.  "Thank you.  You have the biggest heart of anyone I know in this entire world."

She patted my back.  "Now, now, none of that.  It would have come out.  But, it needed to happen in the right way.  Johnny's a good kid and he never deserved that horrible family of his, genetically related or otherwise.  Us islanders have to look out for each other."  She shrugged, sending the sleeves of her silken kimono rippling in the air.  "It was money well spent."  She sighed.  "Except, the cat's out of the bag, and I've got 1000 copies and $10,000 worth of terrible books taking up space in my storeroom."

"Sounds like the perfect night for a beach bonfire and some s'mores," I replied.

"You're always thinking," said Granny, giving me a kiss on the forehead.  She then whispered, "But we'll make sure to save a couple for Johnny.  And maybe sell a couple copies in the shop for anyone else who might be interested.  It is her view of history," said Granny.  "As crazy as it might sound to us, it was the way the world appeared to her."  Her face brightened.  "Plus, with all of the interest in the crime, it is sure to become a bestseller.  And we're the only vendor in town!"

She smiled a great big Cheshire cat grin and walked upstairs with her two cups of coffee.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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I walked down the street with Trevor.  It was so quiet now that the Founders' Festival was done.  We still had summer tourists, but not like the madness of two weeks ago.

"So... you and Madison, huh?"

He shrugged.  "I dunno, Paige.  I just... like her.  She's powerful.  She knows what she wants.  We just sort of... well, it just sort of happened."

I didn't have the heart to tell him that the reason it happened was probably that Madison had decided it was going to happen.  Dollars to donuts, she had informed Trevor what role she expected him to play, and made it seem like it was his idea.  They deserved one another.

"Well, I'm so happy for you," I said as we paused in front of Jake's place, except now it was sporting a sign that said Trevor's Saloon.  The bar had been completely redone with new signage and refinished floors.  It still maintained the homey charm of everyone's favorite watering hole, but Trevor had really made it nice.  He had also incorporated a lot of antiques and old-timey feeling things into the decor.  "They were just lying around in a storeroom downstairs," he remarked.  "They're too cool to just have them taking up space where no one could see them."

"Well, I look forward to attending your grand opening tonight!" I said.  I gave his arm a squeeze and began to walk down to Granny's shop.

"And hey, Paige?" he called out.

I stopped and turned around.

He continued.  "I know you were doing it for other people, but thanks for figuring out that murder.  It feels really good to have folks look at me like just a normal guy."

I gave him a smile and a nod, and then continued on to Bitter Beans.  I opened the door and there was Madison, dressed in a baby-pink, mini-suit.  For a moment, I almost considered turning around and leaving.  But the elevated voices made me stay.

"I just need you to sign this," she whined at Granny.

"I ain't signing nothing until I get a chance to read it," Granny shot back.

I couldn't believe the conversation I was hearing.  Trevor's new girl or not, this was unacceptable.  "Are you trying to get my Granny to sign a contract you're not even going to let her read?"

Madison folded it up and put it in her purse.  "It's not that big of a deal."

"Oh, I'm sure it is," I said.  I pointed at the door.  "You need to get out now.  You are not welcome here until you know how to behave."

"What is with you people?  I just try to get a few names on a petition to make this place better, and you're all getting ridiculous on me."  She rolled her eyes and sighed.  "Have you seen Nate around?"

"Yeah, I'll show you where he is.  Follow me."  I marched out of Bitter Beans.  Madison scrambled to follow behind.

"I just need his signature," she said, tripping slightly on the uneven boardwalk.  "You can just tell me."

I stopped and spun around.  "I haven't seen him for a couple days.  He went over to the mainland, but should be coming back on the ferry this evening.  So, let's go over to the ferry dock.  AND WAIT."

"You don't need to get huffy with me," she pouted.  "I'm just trying to do my job.  I mean, what is it with you people?  I come here, I try to make you all rich beyond your wildest dreams, and you act like I'm the enemy."

"You want to know why you're the enemy?" I said.  "We had a guy who offered everyone here wealth beyond their wildest dreams.  And they all said 'no.'  And then you showed up, with pretty much the same deal.  And we're all saying 'no.'  But you're still here.  You're still bugging all of us.  And now you are about to start dating my friend Trevor, which means you are a part of this town, so you need to learn to behave like a part of this community."

Her jaw set.  "I wouldn't stay here if Trevor got down on his knees with the Hope diamond on a platinum engagement ring." Madison looked over at his saloon with resentment.  "I'm going to get him to sell that gross bar of his and then we're getting out of this place and get him back into politics where he belongs.  If anyone could run the city council of Seaside and ACTUALLY do some good for his town, he's the one, not that waffle boy Nate you've got."

"What?" I said in shock.

Madison pointed a finger in my face.  "Before I'm done with Trevor, he is going to be president and I’m going to be the first lady and everyone will say, the only reason he's anything is because FLOTUS was behind him, pushing him along.  Before she got a hold of him, all he wanted to do was hide out on some godforsaken island running a rundown bar."

I blinked and started marching to the terminal.  "You're like a cockroach.  Except you don't even scatter when we turn on the overhead light."

She narrowed her eyes at me.  "Oh, it's going to take a nuclear holocaust to send this girl scampering under the cupboards."

"Well, get ready for ground zero, because the ferry just arrived."

We stood there in angry silence as the ferry pulled up into the terminal, and the passengers made their way off.  Nate and Johnny walked out together deep in conversation.

Madison smoothed her hair and covered over the streak of nastiness I had just witnessed, as if it had all been in my imagination. 

"NAAATE!" squealed Madison.  "I have all the papers here, ready for you to sign!"

Nate stopped her, his hand on Johnny's shoulder.  "I'm sorry, Madison.  It appears you were right.  There is another heir.  Johnny."

Madison looked at Johnny, her smile frozen and stiff upon her face.  "Oh.  I heard about that.  How nice."

"And the two of us have just finished discussions with the county and it turns out that all of the buildings here on this island are historic properties."

"What?" she said, her eyes suddenly filled with spite and rage.

"The preservation society was so excited for this new partnership," Nate informed her.

"We're gonna do, like, pioneer days where everyone, like, dresses up like they are old-timey and stuff. And I'm going to get to wear one of those striped bathing suits with the suspenders and maybe even grow a handlebar mustache!" gushed Johnny.  He pretended like he was running around, lifting imaginary weights.  "Hup!  Hup!  Hup!"

"So, I'm afraid that the island is currently not available for development."  Nate took the papers out of Madison's hands and slowly ripped them in half.  

Madison lost her smile and glowered at Nate.  "How dare you."

"We dare," said Nate, putting his arm around Johnny's shoulder.

"You're going to hear from our lawyer!" said Madison.

"And I am sure that the preservation society is going to be absolutely thrilled to have a nice long talk with you and your associates. I bet it will be across the front page how the citizens of Seaside have decided to turn down a multimillion-dollar offer and, in lieu of that, are going to preserve their historical roots.  As a matter of fact, I bet that it will be across the front page of the newspaper tomorrow," Nate said pointedly.

Madison turned around and glared at him as she stalked away, screaming with frustration.  "This is NOT the last you will hear of me!  I could just kill you, Nate Edward!  I could just kill you!"

"She fits in well with our island," observed Johnny as she left.

"I think maybe it is an element we shall try a little harder to keep out," said Nate.

I hugged them both around the neck.  "Our island?  You saved Seaside?"

"It was your idea," said Nate.  He then patted his cousin's back.  "And Johnny agreed.  When it is gone, it is gone, and it got me to thinking that there are a lot of people interested in making sure places like this don't disappear.  They could help us save the island.  So, I was in touch with my lawyer.  That day Johnny was sick, I had the first meeting with the historical society, and... well... here we are.  Seaside is saved.  It is saved in all its glory.  And it is up to us to make sure that it stays around for a long, long time."

He looked at me.  He looked at me deeply, and I knew his question wasn't just a question, but carried a much deeper understanding he was trying to reach with me.  "I know you have things you want to do, but... would you stay here... for a little while longer, Paige... and help us to make sure this place gets off to the right start?"

I planted a kiss squarely on Nate's lips.  "Yes, you big goof.  I thought you would never ask.  Yes!"  I looked at both of them.  My heart sang and I couldn't believe all the possibilities before us.  "What'd you say we celebrate tonight with a great, big party on the beach and some s'mores?  Granny's got a whole bunch of fuel for a bonfire and a bakery full of treats!"

"RAD!" shouted Johnny.  And then he fired his finger guns into the sky in celebration.  "Pew!  Pew!  I'll bring some fireworks."

I wrapped my arm around Nate.  "I think we've got plenty of those already."  

* * * * *
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